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INTRODUCTION

The subject of internal improvements has been from the
conception of the United States down to the present day one
of her greatest concerns.

One is probably not so well aware

of this fact as he would have been, had he lived during the
last half of the eighteenth century or the first half of the
nineteenth.

Then he would himself have discussed the matter

an4 would have heard it discussed from every view point.

At

that time improvements were new and very much in demand.
There was a great deal of wrangling over the question of the
constitutionality of an internal improvements program.

Today

they are being undertaken at such speed, that the average
citizen has lost sight of them, so much so that he is unmindful
that they are being undertaken to any startling degree.

The

country sees no pressing need for them but unemployment has
forced the administration in Washington to adopt a gigantic
program of public works as an aid in lessening the number of
the unemployed.

The motive which prompted our first leaders to

enter into a system of internal improvements, was not as we
shall see, the same as the present impelling force.
i

ii

.,

We are familiar with the faot, that in the early days of
our country, people found themselves cut off from intercourse
with their neighbors because they lacked adequate
transportation faoilities.

As a result they relt themselves

growing into separate and distinot sections.
experiencing the disastrous consequences

or

They were
such a oondition.

They saw the North, South, East, and the infant West divided
against one another and the demooraoy they had hoped to
maintain fast disappearing from sight.

It was with the idea

of tearing down these sectional barriers, whioh were slowly
but surely looming up before their very eyes, that the Federal
and state governments entered upon one of the most exhaustive
programs of internal improvements.

This program, begun about

1805, became more pronounoed about 1810, increased greatly
after the close of the War ot 1812, and finally reached its
height in the late thirties.

As we shall see, there were some

improvements, none too good, however, previous to the dates
just mentioned, but they were within the states, and added
little if anything toward union and national security.
What has been said thus far reveals that this question ot
internal improvements is anything but of recent origin.

It

rather is evidence that the question is one of long standing
and debate.

There is hardly an American history which does

not refer to one or two phases of it.

As far as I am able to

discern, however, there is no history devoted entirely to its

iv
It is with these thoughts in mind that I have

atte~ted

to present in the opening chapter, some. idea ot the general
status ot internal improvements when 1810 dawned.

The policies

ot and the attitudes ot Madison, Monroe, Clay, Calhoun, and
other leaders toward internal improvements, I have included in
a chapter concerning the constitutionality ot the question.

It

was with that phase ot the subject that the latter were mostly
concerned.

In a chapter on state internal improvements, I have

given considerable attention to the two greatest enterprises
undertaken and accomplished during the period 1810-1825, the
Erie Canal and the National Road.

Both show the stupendous

nature, tor the times, ot the improvements undertaken.

Another

account ot state improvements covering the years 1825 to 1840
is also given.

In these two chapters I have treated only

brietly ot their internal improvements schemes; to have done
otherwise would have involved a work in itselt as state records
are crowded with legislation on the subject.

Improvements

under the administrations of John Quincy Adams, Andrew Jackson,
and Martin Van Buren are discussed in separate chapters.

Under

Adams, because it was during his administration that
improvements were supposed to have gone on uninterrupted.
Under Jackson and Van Buren, because they were credited with
having halted the progress ot the system.

Due to the

importance attributed to the Maysville Veto as a means ot
killing the governmental system ot internal improvements, a

v
ohapter is given over to its oonsideration.

The period with

•

which we are ooncerned saw the beginning of a new type of
improvement, the railroad.

It is not my intention to go into

a lengthy discussion of the matter; I merely wish to present a
very brief history of the first road of any importance and
then to give some idea of the large scale on which they were
built onoe the people were oonvinoed of their praotioability
and greatness.
In the oompilation of notes for this work I refrained
almost entirely from the use of the newspapers of the times.
This does not mean, however, that I disregarded them in the
preparation of my bibliography.

Some of them were not

attainable; those whioh I did oonsult oontained for the most
part extraots from the reoords of Congress regarding the
matter.

I have made use of the latter in preferenoe to the

former.

As far as the states are oonoerned I have resorted to

the use of a large number of seoondary works.

An

investigation of the statutes and records of eaoh individual
state would have entailed the writing of several works.

CHAPTER ONE

STATUS OF INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS,18l0

The provisions for adequate transportation facilities
from the settlement of America down to the present day have
been of paramount interest to her people.

Because of the

difficulty involved in cutting paths through untouched
forests, the first settlers were held to the seacoasts and the
river banks.

As they pushed westward, the frontiersmen

necessarily followed the river basins through the mountain
gaps until they came upon the trails of Indians and wild
animals.

The pioneers in turn traversed the well worn

rout•••

The commerce of the Colonists was confined to the water routessimple connections between the rivers and the seaports.

The

building of roads was delayed by the Colonists, not only
because it was possible to journey by water but also because
of the high cost of construction and the fact that few
wheeled vehicles were then in existence.

The people had little

surplus time or funds to expend in the building of roads,
especially when they were not absolutely necessary.
Not so many years after the close of the Revolutionary
War, however, the states began to take an active interest in
1

2

nternal improvements.

This interest was later on to delelop

nto a mania not dissim1liar to what we ourselves are
itnessing today.

The Middle States, with their large back

ountry to develop and their growing £rontiers demanding
rovisions, were among the £irst to plan an extensive program
f internal improvements.
As early as 1785, the legislature of Pennsylvania passed a
aw providing for the opening of roads to the interior.

1

The

nauguration of the "Turnpike Era" took place between 1792794, when a macadamized pike known as the Lancaster Pike, was
onstructed between Philadelphia and Lancaster.

2

EVidently

the first pike built in America, for there is
eference to one as having been constructed in 1790.

3
An

xtraordinary amount of road building followed the completion
f the Lancaster Pike.

The work was done mainly with private

apital invested in turnpike companies which constructed roads.
e can understand the extent to which these pikes came into
xistence when we read that there were prior to 1810 more than
35 such companies in the state of New York.
here were between 50 and 60.

In Pennsylvania,

New England had chartered about

1 Isaac Lippincott, Economic Develo ment of ~ United States
(D.Appleton & Company, New York, 1930 , 247.
2 Harold Faulkner, Economic History of the United States
(MacMillan Company, New York, 1928 ), 101..
3 Ernest Bogart, An Economic History of the United States
(Longmans, Green &~mpany, New York, 1~7r;-198.
4 Faulkner, 101.

1

4

3
5

180 of them before that year.

According to another author,
41

however, she is credited with having had only 120 companies by
6

1820.

The latter is probably the more correct statement of

the two, if we consider that the New England States, were not
so enthusiastic over internal improvements as were the Middle
States.

The largest number of turnpike companies would then

be expected to have been found in the Middle States.

If we

accept 180 for New England that number would exceed by 45 the
total of such companies in New York.
It was not only road building that occupied an important
place on the program of internal improvements advanced by the
states.

Canal building and the improvement ot river navigation

were other phases of the movement.

A beginning was made toward

canal building even before the first road had been completed.
As early as 1785 the state ot Virginia had granted a charter to
the James River Company to connect the Potomac and the Ohio
7

R1 vers by a oanal.

The Dismal Swamp Canal, begun about 1787

under a joint charter trom Virginia and North Carolina was
opened in 1794, and went on record as the tirst canal oompleted
in the United States.

Many more canals were oonstructed

between 1790-1802, especially in New York, Pennsylvania, and
8

Massachusetts.
5 Lippinoott, 248.
6 Faulkner, 102.
7 Bogart, .!!! Economic History of
8~., 201.

!!!!

United States, 200.

4

While the states built roads and constructed canals to a
limited extent, we cannot look upon them as highways
connecting one state with another, or as great water-ways
connecting rivers and lakes.
best of them.

Such would be flattery to the

They were merely roads, the majority of them

poor ones at that," starting within and ending within a state.
Once built they were in noway improved but were allowed to
remain in the deplorable conditions which resulted from the
heavy traffic that passed over them.
New commonwealths had been set up beyond the mountains,
but they were separated from the eastern seaboard by long
dreary stretches of forest joined here and there by rough
wagon roads, or by an occasional bridle trail.

It was the

rapid settling of the West that brought the country and her
leaders face to face with the lack of means of communication
between the several sections of the country.

The need of

internal improvements which would extend from state to state
was the stressed question of the day.

Men arose who set forth

the reasons which made improvements imperative.

If we consider

what they had to say of the matter, we w1ll become convinced
that such a dire need was indeed present.
It was pointed out that the Appalachian system formed a
natural barrier, cutting off the United States seaboard from
the interior.

It was feared that there would grow up, an

eastern and western empire, unless the two sections were

5

bound together by roads and canals.
that the West was

de~eloplng

9

.,

The fact was stressed,

at a great speed, that she needed

an outlet for her markets and that her separatlst tendencies
10
were qulte evldent.
There was the possibllity that the
Middle States left to themselves, would form an alliance wlth
either Spain or England and as a result, disastrous
11
consequences ,would follow.
This was foremost in the minds of
those who advocated internal improvements.

The disadvantages

suffered by the pioneer farmers of the interior were used as
further examples to show the need of improvements.

As river

and road facl1ltles were very scarce, the latter was forced to
shlp his surplus products by a very round about course.

The

time and expens. lnvolved in such a procedure meant that the
farmer in the end received 11tt1e, if any proflt from hls
crops.

On

top of this, the price ot manufactured goods was to

him, extremely high.

If new water routes would be opened and

connective road systems bul1t, much of this could and would be
eliminated, according to those who headed the movement.
According to one reference the importance of internal
improvements at the time was established by the following
prime considerations, "The physlca1 rudeness of the face of the
9 Frederick Turner, Rise of the Hew West,1819-1829(volume
XIV of The AmerlcanHatroii,ed:-1)yArbert Hart. 'Bi'rPer &
Brother'S;-ltew York, '1906 ), 224.
10 Bogart, An Economic History ot the United States, 197.
11 Henry Adams, PUblIc Debates(D;Appleton & Company, Hew
York, 1857), I, 427.

6

country, and the imperfect water-channels ••• were interpo}ing
obstacles to the social communities and commercial operations.
As a consequence the removal of these obstacles was necessary
to facilitate intercourse and internal trade.
political bond of the union.

As a social and

As a system ot national economy

in the preparation for war and the advantage to be derived
12
therewith in a time of war."
It was preached by others .....
that a country of such vast extent could not be held together
except by community of interests between the various sections,
and that this community of interests could only spring from
13
easy and continuous commercial intercourse."
The latter
could be made possible only by internal improvements making
the vast interior of the continent accessible to the people
and connecting it econOmically and politically with the Atlantic
Seaboard.

There were also those who advocated a program of

improvements as a mean. of increasing the value of and
promoting the settlement of government lands.

The facilitating

of governmental operations by opening up a more convenient
communication with the city of Washington, the safer and faster
carrying of the mails, were other reasons given.

The majority

of the people, however, looked upon internal improvements as a
means of strengthening the bonds of the Union by rendering its
remotest parts available and known to each other, thus
12 Calvin Colton, ed., ~~, Correspondence, ~ Speeches
Henry CliY(A.S.Barnes & Co~any, New York, 1857), I, 427.
13 Henry dams, 322.

2!

7

their mutual dependenoe.

14

Henry Clay seemingly had the right idea oonoerning the
tter.

In discharging his public duties, he had frequently to
from one section of the country to another.

Those long

d painful trips must have been one of the most forceful
ncentives in leading him to advocate a system of internal
mprovements.

A good deal of his life and much of his ability

ere directed toward the advancement of such works.

"He

rea ted a spirit of Internal Improvements in the nation that
15
ould not be quenched."
The following quoted passage
xpresses his feelings toward the importance and the apparent
eed of a system of improvements:
He saw that it was vital, to the Union, for its
conversation and stability; to commercial
interoourse within the Union, and not less to
foreign trade; to the social and political welfare
of the republic. The policy comprehended not only
all the veins and arteries ot the body, as one, but
also those members and faculties which connect it
with foreign bodies. All the outlets of the Union
to the highway of the nations, and all the passages
to foreign juriSdictions over many a thousand mile
inland harbor, came within the scope of this policy.
The lakes, the Mississippi, and its tributaries, the
Atlantic rivers, bays, inlets, and harbors with all
their capabilities of improvement, invoked the
wisdom and patriotism ot every American statesman
to come to their aid for Qgeneral welfare." Nature's
barrier between the east and the west, was yet
14 Samuel Perkins, Historical Sketches of the United States
rom the Peace of 1815 to l830(S.Converse;-Ne;-York, 1830), 75.
'OOI'ton, I,43S:-- - -

~-·--------------------------------------------~I
~
a
unsubdued-scarcely an impression was made upon it.
The whole country, as compared with what it m1g~
be; was, by this means literally bound in chains,
and implored relief, relaxation, and freedom. Its
vital currents could not circulate as they ought;
its limbs had no ample scope for action; its
capacities were cramped; and its very intelligence
was limited and compressed.16
The history of the federal aid and legislation on the
subject of internal improvements, presents an excellent picture
of the tendency toward bringing the states together.

It

illustrates the general process through which a loose
confederation of states was gradually bound into a firm Federal
Union.

As the United States expanded westward, new territories

were set up, differing essentially from the coast states.

The

original thirteen states managed to shift'for themselves, to
improve their coast and inland means of communication by
17
tonnage duties le¥ied with the consent of Congress.
Under
the Articles of Confederation each state maintained the right
to control commerce, levy taxes, and to use the proceeds as
they saw fit.

Such taxes were allowed, however, with the

understanding that they would not be levied on the property
of the United States, that they would not conflict with the
treaties already concluded or provided for, and that they would
not prevent the conveyance of imported goods to the other
16 Ibid., 436.
17 E.C.Nelson, "Presidential Influence on the Policy of
Internal Improvements," The Iowa Journal of Historx ~
Politics, IV, 3 (January;-!90e).

~----------------------------------------------------~--,
9
~

states.

At the Convention of 1787, the Federal Government
~

was given the charge of commerce.

A provision was offered to

tbe above, " ••• no state shall be restrained from levying duties
of tonnage for the purpose of clearing harbors and erecting
lighthouses."

This clause was changed shortly afterwards, and

we find in Article I, section 10, paragraph 3, of the
constitution the following, "No state shall without the consent
of Congress, lay any duty of tonnage •••• "

The probable reason

for requiring the consent of Congress was an attempt to wipe
out the possibility of abuses which would have arisen, owing to
the fact that all the thirteen states had seacoasts, seaports,
or ocean commerce.

Whenever a state wished to improve its

seaports, its legislature passed an act levying tonnage duties
upon the commerce of the site to be improved.

This act was

submitted to Congress where the taxes were approved for a
limited time, and the proceeds were expended under the direction
of the state.

As the states increased in number, however, it

was not sufficient to attempt to provide proper means of
communication by the simple method of taxing their people.

It

seemed unfair that those states which possessed no seaports
should not be assisted in the construction of internal
improvements by Federal grants, because ultimately the inland
consumers whose states were left to make improvements at their
own expense largely helped to pay the duties levied by the

~~--------------------------------------~1~01
18
ooast states.

Under such circumstances it became imp:rative

that the Federal Government step in and lend an assisting
hand.

Thus the nation was moved in the direction of a federal

policy of aid and patronage in the promotion of internal
improvements.
Previous to 1806, the efforts of Congress in aiding the
19
states were confined entirely to coast wide works.
On
August 7, 1789, An act establishing and supporting lighthouses,
beacons, buoys, and public piers, was passed by that body.

An

act amending the act providing for the establishment and
support of lighthouses etc. was passed July 22, 1790.

From

March 3, 1791, until March 2 of 1796, Congress extended aid
toward the improvement and the building of roads.

In that

year, it granted aid to one Ebenezer Zone for the purpose of
helping to construct a road from Wheeling, Virginia to Maysville.
Kentucky.

The legislature which legalized the admission of

Ohio into the Union on April 30, 1802, made provisions for
internal improvements.

Congress was to use one-twentieth of

the money realized from the sale of public lands in the said
state for the building of roads " ••• from the navigable waters
emptying into the Atlantic to the Ohio River •••• providing the
states through which the roads would pass would not raise any
18 Alexander Johnston,
Clclopaedia of Political
t e ~olItlcar-H1story of
19 Belson, 3.
-

"Internal Improvements,U Lalor's
Science, Political Econom~ and of
the unIted States, II, 569(1888};

-

11
ob j ec .tions.

The tive percent fund was divided into two parts,
41

the larger, three percent, to be employed in constructing roads
within Ohio, the remaining two percent tor roads leading to
Ohio.

Alabama, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, and Mississippi

followed with the establishment ot three and two percent tunds.
On May 1, 1802, Oongress granted $6,000 to the Secretary

o~

the Treasury to use toward the opening ot roads in the
Northwest Territory, probably with the idea ot swelling the
20
land sales.
Such acts continued on the part of Oongress
until 1806.

From that year until 1810, a good number ot

appropriations were approved by that body tor the construction

ot additional roads, but especially tor the Cumberland Road
which we are to discuss in connection with state improvements.
Thus, when the war tor commercial independence was about
to open, the government had surrendered to the demands ot the
East and the West, and had begun state internal improvements at
her own expense.

It was more than likely that not halt ot the

populace was aware ot what was going on.

What Oongress agreed

to do was evidently but a small part ot what it was called
upon to do.

As one author put it:

There had been calls tor more piers in the
Delaware below Philadelphia, tor piers in the
20 Walter Jennings, A History ot Economic Progress in the
United States(Thomas Crowell Company, New York, 1910);-46!;

r'~

f'"

__--------__--____--------
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Merrimac at Newburyport; for piers in the
.~
Burstable Bay; for the removal of sandbogs at
the mouth of the Christiana Creek; for a bridge
across the Potomac; for a canal around the falls
of the Ohio; for a survey of the rivers of
Louisiana; for help to finish the Allegheny
Turnpike, the Highland Turnpike, the Chesapeake
and Delaware Canal; and to publish a map of the
coast of Georgia.21
Many of these requests were easily disposed of, an opposing
report or a postponement was sufficient to put an end to them.
As to the views ot the three men who occupied the
.presidency of the United States from 1789 to 1810, we should
say a few words before ending this more or less introductory
chapter ot what is to tollow.

Washington, as tar as we are

aware, put torth no set program ot internal improvements, yet
it oannot be said of him that he was entirely without interest
in them.

If one will but reoall his messages to Congress, he

will find therein his ideas on the subjeot.

On January 8,

1790, in his first address to that group he urged the
establishment of I'post-office and post-roads U as a means of
facilitating intercourse between the seotions of the oountry.
His second message of Ootober 25, 1791, spoke of the neoessity

of roads, "The importanoe of the post-offioe and post-roads on
a plan suffioiently liberal and comprehensive, as they respeot
the expedition, safety, and faoility ot oommunication, is
increased by their instrumentality in diffusing a knowledge of
21 John McMaster, A History ot the peo~le of the United States
(D.Appleton & Company; New York, I9I'0), I, 465-;--

~~-----------------------------------------.
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the laws and proceedings of the Government, which,

whil~

it

contributes to the security of the people, serves to guard
them against the effects of misrepresentation and misconception.
In addition he pointed out the utility of more roads in the
western and northern parts ot the Union.

22

Washington's successor, Adams, did not in any of his
messages urge a policy of internal improvements.

It is not

known that he ever openly declared against them or felt the
matter worth commenting about.

That he was not against them

may be surmised trom the fact that some appropriations were
made by the government tor improvements when he was in office.
They were, however, not ot such a nature as to arouse comment.
Early in his administration President Jefferson
recommended that Oongress take steps to expend the revenue
remaining atter the expenses ot the government had been
23
defrayed toward education and internal improvements.
In 1808,
he again urged that this be done.

However, all that resulted

from his endeavors was the report of his Secretary ot the
Treasury, Gallatin, made at the suggestion of a senator trom
Ohio.

This report comprised a plan whereby the public money

might be proficiently spent in opening up roads and canals and
22 James Richardson, A OO7Tilation of the Messages and Papers
of the Presidents, 1789=[89 Government PrInting Office,
washington, 1900), I, 66, 108.
23 Marion Miller, ed., Great Debates in American Historl
(Current Literature PUblishIng Company,:n.d.), X, 137.

14

bringing the different sect10ns o£ the Un10n

together.~It

embraced among many th1ngs, " ••• the union o£ the waters of the
Ohio with the Chesapeake; and the establishment of an inland
navigation by canals un1ting the waters of the great bays
along the Atlant1c Coast."

The cost of such a plan was

estimated at $20,000,000, to be obtained from the treasury at
the rate of $2,000,000 per year tor twenty years, or by the
24
sale ot the public lands.
The Gallatin scheme never
materialized, other things having arisen to prevent its
execution.

While the question of the constitutionality of

the Federal Government lending a1d to state 1mprovements d1d
not really enter 1nto the whole matter before Mad1son came
into off1ce, yet there 1s some evidence that Jefferson had a
doubt 1n his mind regard1ng th1s.

He d1d not say that the

Const1tution did not grant such a power, but he supposed that
since the objects recommended were not among those enumerated
in the document to which the money

sec~red

from the sale ot

public lands could be used, an amendment should be proposed
25

and accepted.
We have seen then, the cond1tions which prompted the
beginn1ng of internal improvements.

We have enumerated the

• 24 Perkins, 75.
25 Henry Wheeler, History ot Congress, Comprising a Historz
ot Internal Improvements(Harper & Brothers, New York- l848}

n,

145.

'

,

15
the improvements undertaken by the Federal and State
Governments previous to 1810, and read the opinions of
Washington, Adams, and Jefferson in support of the question.
We come now to the consideration ot that constitutional
impediment which from time to time threatened early death to
the newly inaugurated system.

~.'---------------"j

CHAPTER TWO

THE QUESTION OF CONSTITU'l'IONALITY,1810-1825

The Federal Government had not proceeded very far in its
appropriations toward internal improvements when a most
important question arose.

It was one concerning the relation

ot the General Government to internal improvements.

All

generally held that improvements were 1mperative, but not all
regarded the right ot the National Government to appropriate
tunds tor aiding the states 1n bu1ld1ng roads and canals, as
being constitutional.

Betore look1ng at the opin1ons ot

Madison, Monroe, Clay, and Calhoun on the subject, we shall
consider what was said and done concern1ng both the
constitutiona11ty and the unconst1tut1ona11ty ot the matter.
Accord1ng to those who upheld the const1tut1ona11ty of
such action on the part of Congress, the power allowing the
governme~t

to partiCipate in internal improvements was granted

by Article I, section 8 of the Constitution:
The Congress shall have the power to establish
post-offices and post-roads;
To declare war ••••
To regulate commerce w1th foreign nations, and
among the several States, and with the Indian
tribes;
To pay the debts and prov1de for the common
16

17

defense and the general welfare of the United
states;
To make all laws which shall be necessary and
proper for carrying into execution the foregoing
powers, and all the other powers vested by the
Constitution in the government of the United
States, or in any other department or office
thereof;
To provide and maintain a navy;
To raise and support armies;
To exercise exclusive authority over all places
purchased by the consent of the Legislature of
the State in which the same shall be, for the
erection of forts, magazines, arsenals, dockyards
•••• 1

The leaders of the commonwealth of Virginia

declared that

the assumption of such power was retained to the independent
branches.

They maintained

that the right to build roads and

canals and to set up other internal improvements within the
territories of the several States was given to Congress by
right of a Constitutional Compact.

The Compact remained,

however, to each state among its domestic'powers, exercisable
within itself and by its domestic authorities alone.

For

Congress to assume that it was justified in appropriating
public funds for state improvements was leading in the
direction of a centralized government.

They further stated

that they were aware that the calamity of a possible separation
Would be great but not so great as submission to a government
of unlimited powers.

They therefore favored an amendment to

the Constitution to give such power to Congress and contended
1 Wheeler, II, 115.

r
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that such an amendment was necessary before the government

~2

could aid the states in setting up internal improvements.
Madison held that internal improvements were imperative,
and he also was of the opinion that an amendment was necessary.
In 1817 he refused his signature to a bill introduced into
Congress by John C.Calhoun.

This bill advocated among other

things the setting aside of certain sums for the building of
roads and canals and the improvement of navigable water courses.
In his veto message of March 3 of that same year he said:
I am not unaware of the great importance of roads

and canals and the improved navigation of water
courses, that a power in the National Legislature
to provide for them might be exercised with single
advantage to the general prosperity. But seeing
that such a power is not expressly given by the
Constitution and believing that it cannot be
deduced from any part of it without an admissable
latitude of construction and reliance on in
sufficient precedents; believing also that the
permanent success of the Constitution depends on
a definite partition of powers between the
General and State Governments and that no
adequate landmarks would be left by the
constructive extension of the powers of Congress
as proposed in the bill, I have no option but to
withhold my signature from it •••• 3
Madison's refusal to sign the bill because he considered
it unconstitutional is to be wondered at because of his
previous statements on the matter of internal improvements.
the time when the Constitution was before the states for
2 Ibid., 149-150.
3 Benjamin Poore, comp., Veto Messaees 2f the Presidents of
!£! United states !!Eh ~ ICtron ot ongress-Thereon
(Government Printini Office, Washington, 1886),!, 16.

At

~~--------------------------------------1-91
consideration he wrote a paper entitled, "An Objection

~awn

trom the Extent of the Country Answered, II in which he strongly
urged the acceptance of the Constitution on the grounds that it
4

would make internal improvements possible.
proposed a road from Maine to Florida.

In 1796 he

In his minutes of the

constitutional Convention he recorded that when the Constitutio
was being drawn up that the question of the power of Congress
over roads and canals was mentioned and that it was definitely
stated and denied, also that Alexander Hamiltion himself said
that " ••• the powers of Congress 'could not embrace the case of
roads and canals.'"

Yet while Madison was supposed to be

adhering to this policy he signed away $568,800 for roads.

5

This suggests that the president was evidently somewhat
undecided upon the question.

At one time he approved the

constitutionality of the power, at another he disapproved.
probably never gave the matter his deep consideration.

He

His

quoted words certainly do not imply that he made any thorough
study of the question.

I feel sure that he vetoed the Bonus

Bill to his own convenience and advantage.

It was not the

unconstitutionality of the provisions of the bill but rather
some special motive which prompted him to withold his name
trom it.

If not, how can one account for the fact that he

4 Nelson, 17.
5 Ibid., 18-19.
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approved appropriations for some $500,000 for roads?

Surely
~

that was fulfilling a part of what the condemned bill outlined.
Monroe, following in the footsteps of Madison, declared in
faVor of internal improvements but held that the states alone,
bY an amendment, could grant power to Congress to expend
national funds toward internal improvements.

In his first

message to Congress he gave them notice that unless they were
willing and prepared to muster a two-thirds vote to support
their proposed internal improvements, they had better employ
their time to better purpose or else produce the required
amendment.

He recommended that a committee be appointed by
6

the House ot Representatives to draw up such an amendment.
The committee selected at his suggestion reported that as far
as they were able to determine, Congress already possessed
such power.

Such power, they said, was contained in the clause:

To establish post-offices and post-roads.
Necessarily this embraces the power providing for
the transportation of the mails. If Congress did
not have this power it would be in the power of
the state authorities to refuse to open necessary
highways, to obstruct the transportation of the
mail, and deteat one important object ot the
government. The power of opening and improving
military roads in time of war is a national
question. If incident during the time ot war,
it 9xists in time ot peace as a necessary
prepara~ion for war.
It was impossible for the
framers of the Constitution to comprehend all
the cases to which the power of Congress ought
to extend.7
6

-

.!!?!2..,

26.

7 Perkins, 77-78.

•
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A short time later Monroe again declared himself on the
question stating that he had once more weighed and investigated
the matter thoroughly and was convinced that Congress lacked
such power.

"It was not contained, II he said, "in any of the

specific powers granted to Congress, nor can I consider it
accidental to or a necessary mean viewed on the most liberal
scale; for carrying into effect any of the powers which are
specifically granted.

I cannot refrain from recommending to

Congress that the states adopt an amendment which shall give
8

the said right."

Monroe attempted to prove the above by taking

the enumerated powers, which to many signified the right of
Congress to effect state internal improvements, and disposing of
them one by one.

For instance, regarding the post-office and

post-road grant he was of the opinion that to most people the
word Itestablishtl meant just what it said and no more.

The idea

of the right to layout roads etc. would never occur to them.

To him the war power meant that Congress could in time of war
callout the army and raise money by taxes.

The commercial
9

power related to the goods and vessels employed.
A resolution to the effect that Congress had the power to
establish

~oads

and canals necessary for commerce between the

states, to build post-roads and military-roads, to construct
canals for military purposes, was brought rorward in the House.
8 Colton, I, 446.
9 Richard K.Cralle, ed., The Reports and Public Letters of
iohn C.Calhoun(D.Appleton &-COmpany, New-?ork, 1883), V, 54;

rr~----------------2:-:-2-'
• debate which turned on the signi£icance o£ the word ..,
10
The £ollowingquestions arose and were
"establish" ensued.
disCussed.

"Was it £air to apply government £unds to purposes

which were in one sense 10cal?tI IIWould not some states be
favored at the expense of othersT II ttWould it not lead to
corrupt handling ,of government funds?11 "Would not the necessity
of following the construction with maintenance and repair lead
to extravagance in the use o£ the public purse?" "Would it not
subvert the doctrine of State-Rights?n "Would it not lead to
11
sectionalism, disaffection and disunion?"
After the debate
the House decided against the power of Congress to construct
roads and canals necessary for the commerce between the states
by a vote of 71 to 95; to build post-roads and military-roads
by a vote of 81 to 84; and to construct canals for military
12
purposes by a vote of 81 to 83.
On May 4, 1822, Monroe returned a bill authorizing the
president to permit the erection of toll-houses and turnpikes
on the Cumberland Road for the preservation of the same.

He

vetoed it because it gave Congress power to set up a complete
system of improvements with the right of jurisdiction and
sovereignity.

For the third time he asserted that no such

power existed nor could it be derived from any part of the
10 Turner, 229.
11 Nelson, 6.
12 Turner, 229.
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13
oonstitution; an amendment was absolutely necessary.

"My idea
.IfI

is,'' he said, 1tthat Congress have an unlimited power to raise
~oney,

and that in its appropriations they have a discretionary

power restricted only by the duty to appropriate it to purposes
of common defence, and of general, not local, national, not
14

state benefit."

In spite of all Monroe had to say against

the constitutionality of internal improvements at Federal
expense he was, like Madison, guilty of having failed to
practice what he preached.

His opinions on the subject are to

be accepted before those of his predecessor because he gave the
question a good deal more consideration than did the latter.
Henry Clay was perhaps the staunchest supporter of the
constitutionality of Congress to set up state internal
improvements.
subject.

There was not a point of the question which he did

not debate.
power..

His speeches were filled with ideas on the

It was he who answered Madison's veto denying the

He accused him of ordering a road to be built from near

Plattsburgh to the St.Lawrence on his own authority without the
consent of the state of New York.

tlWonderful, n said Clay, "when

one considers the magnitude of state-rights which are said to be
violated."

He also asked the question as to where the president

derived the power to cause public improvements to be made at his
own pleasure.

To his mind it was a contradiction to say that

13 Poore, ~ Messages 2! ~ Presidents 2! ~ United
States I, 19.
--r~-W!les Weekl, Register, (Aug.17, 1822), XXII, 394.

tbe president is clothed with such a power and that Cong:ess is
not because as he said, ttCongress had paramount powers to the
15
president.tr
Nor did Clay let Monroe's veto ot 1822 go
unneeded.

He denounced the action ot the president because he

felt that it the government had the power to bring the National
Road into existence, it necessarily had the power to keep it in
16
repair.
Clay could not conceive what principle could have
justified the building of the National Road by the government
and yet at the same time not uphold the power which was being

contended for.

Regarding the idea that the government aid in

internal improvements violated the doctrine of State-Rights
e said:
The Constitution was formed for the common and
general purposes of the Union, to accomplish such
comprehensive objects, the entire Union is the
theatre; the range of jurisdiction. It is absurd
therefore, to allege a violation or encroachment
on state-rights, when the general government passes
into their respective bounds to erect national
works, or discharge any federal functions such as
in its jUdgement are necessary and proper for
carrying into execution "its specific powers."
The tenth article of the amendments ot the
Constitution states and clearly defines joint
action of the tederal and state authorities on the
same ground-the first to use all the powers granted
15 Colton, 448-49.
16 James Swain, ed., !h! lite and Speeches 2! Henry Clay
Greely & McElroth, New York, 1842), II, 267.
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and the second to use those which are neither
resigned or prohibited, by the Compact.17
According to Clay the powers in the Constitution were
twofold. "We cannot," he said, "foresee and provide specificall
for all contingencies.

Man and his language are both imperfect.

Bence the existence of construction, and of constructive powers.
Hence also the rule, that a grant of the end is a grant of the
means."

He contended that the power to construct post-roads

is ezpressly granted in the power to establish post-roads.

If

the above is true, there is an end to the controversy, but if i
is not, .the next step is to find out if that power can be fairl
deduced from any of the specific grants of power, was the gist

ot his words.

To prove that it was granted Clay argued that
1

the word "establish" meant only one thing-the right of making.
Furthermore the fact that Congress was allowed to regulate
commerce was fully a proof of her power to construct roads and
19
canals for the benefit of commerce and civilization.
The
power to make war necessarily related to military-roads and
canals.

The admittance that they might be constructed when

emergency demanded was the same as conceding that the
Constitution conveyed the power.

Clay advised that

preparations be made in time of peace for a time of emergency
because if the country were to wait for a time of emergenc1 to
17 Colton, I, ~44, 442.
18 Ibid., 437, 439.
19 Turner, 234.
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arise, she might be prevented from using suoh power.

H~

was

against an amendment to the Constitution and showed that if
such an amendment were to be proposed it would be defeated
because of the eXistence.of two groups entertaining ideas
directly opposed to one another.

The first group was of the

opinion that the Constitution already gave this power and that

an amendment was unnecessary.

The other group held that the

oonstitution did not grant such a power and that it should not.
It was quite evident that the two groups would vote against an
20

amendment.
Clay was assisted in his work by no less an advooate of
improvements by the Federal

Gover~nt

than John C.Calhoun, who,

up to a certain extent, appeared as an affirmative debater in
the matter.

One has only to read his letters and reports to

learn to what degree he approved of internal improvements at
federal expense.

Several years after the War of 1812, he

outlined a complete program of improvements by whioh the whole
Union was to be benefited by a system of roads and canals and
the improvement of natural water courses.

In 1816 he presented

a bill to Congress in which he suggested that the profits of
National Bank"be used for internal improvements.

He was

continually making reports on the state of the improvements
which were already in progress.
20 Colton, I, 440, 435.

The oonstitutionality of such

27

,

_orks he more or less took for granted.

21

There was a t;ndency

on his part to ignore any objections which arose against such a
point.

His speeches contain few references on the same.

In

one, however, he had this to say on the matter, "I am no
advocate for refined arguments on the Constitution.

The

instrument is not intended as a thesis for the logician to
exercise his ingenuity on.

It ought to be construed with

plain, good sense; and what can be more express than the
constitution on this point?"

He continued to say that the

provision for the common defense and general welfare conferred
sufficient authority for the purpose.

The government had

already appropriated money for objects other than the
Constitution enumerated and the general approval of the public
had been manifested.

He held that the latter was better

evidence of the just and correct interpretation of the
Constitution on the question than all the other arguments
22

rought forward.

This was rather a weak statement on the part

of Calhoun and it leads to the conviction that he was not so
strong an advocate of improvements as was Clay.

This viewpoint

1s the more justifiable in that he later changed his mind on
the matter, whereas Clay remained steadfast in the stand he had
21 Miller, X, 139-140.
22 Gaillard Hunt, John C.Ca1houn(volume X of American Crisis
Bio ra hies, George W.Jacobs & Company, n.p. 1908), 30.
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first taken on the matter.

In 1831 Calhoun remarked as follows
41

ooncerning the proposed system, "I have no doubt of its great
importance and within proper limits, its constitutionality; but
I think experience has abundantly shown, that the system cannot
stand on a solid, or satisfactory basis without the insertion

0

an expressed provision authorizing its exercise, or guarding
He doubted that the question would ever be

against abuse."

23

He placed a little

settled unless such an amendment be made.

stricter construction on his interpretation of the Constitution.
A doubt as to whether or not the document

reall~

oonveyed the

questionable power seems to have arisen in his mind at the
time.
Who was right or who was wrong in his decisions is most
difficult to say.

The strong arguments offered by Clay are

most convincing along side the comparatively weak ones
presented by Madison

an~

Monroe.

It is not the purpose of the

present paper to solve the question of the constitutionality or
the unconstitutionality of federal aid in state internal
improvements.
accurately.

It seems to be a matter which no one can answer
Today as then, it remains unsolved.

reference, Joseph story's, Commentaries

!h!

As a

the Constitution of

~

United states, volume II, is one of the best authorities

on the interpretation of the Constitution

~nd

may help one to

23 J.F.Jameson, ed., The corres~dence of John C.Calhoun
(Ame'rican Historical As"SOCiation ~ual RepOrt for-1899), II,
297.

.
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reach some sort of decision on the subject.
Beginning with the administration of President Jefferson,
several attempts were made to put through an amendment to the
constitution specifically stating that Oongress had the power
to appropriate federal funds toward the building of state
internal improvements.

Jefferson himself, during the second

session of the ninth Congress on December 29, 1806 proposed
that an amendment be added to the Constitution conferring the
said power on that body.

He renewed his proposal in his

messages of October 27, 1807, and March 8, 1808.

Nothing was

done about it, however, and the matter rested until 1813.

At

that time Mr. Jackson of Virginia introduced two amendments in
Congress; one recommended that

Congress be given the power to

make roads, the other authorized that body to construct canals,
with the consent of the states within which any might be made.
24
They were debated upon but never materialized.
In 1815 and
1816 Madison suggested that the government undertake internal
improvements.

"Any defect of constitutional authority,U he

said, "can be supplied in a mode which the Constitution itself
25
has providently pOinted out."
The first .annua1 message of Monroe contained a proposal
26
that .such an amendment be adopted.
Almost a week later
24 Herman Ames, liThe Proposed Amendments to the Constitution
ot the United states During the First Century of Its History"
(American Historical Association Annual Report for 1896),II,260.
25 Annals of Congress, 14 Cong., 1 sess., 17.
26 Annals of Congress, 15 Cong., 1 sess., 18.
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senator Barbour of Virginia offered an amendment allowin~
congress to make laws sanctioning the appropriation of money
tor the building of roads, canals, and the improvement of
navigable water courses.

It stated that no improvement could

be made in a state without first having gained the consen't of
the said state.

When funds were appropriated they should be

distributed among the states according to representation " •••
but from each the proportion to the number of Representatives
from each state, with its own consent, may be applied to
internal improvements in any state.

II

On the following day it

was read twice, referred to a committee, reported, considered,
27
and postponed by a vote of 22 to 9.
In his annual message of 1822, Monroe reminded Congress
28
of his past invitation to consider an amendment.
In response
to his message three amendments were recommended during the
second session of the Congress then in progress.

On December 2

Mr. Talbot moved that the part of the president's address
regarding the improvement amendment be referred to a select
29

committee.

On January 15 Mr. Reid of Georgia suggested the

following:
Resolved,Ez the Senate and House £!
Representatives of the United States of America in
Congress, assembled, two-thirdo:s of bothhouses
27 Ibid., 21, 24.
28 Annals £! Congress, 17 Cong., 2 sess., 17.
29 IbId., 27.

31
concurrinf' That the following amendment to the
Constltut on of the United States, which, when ~
ratified by the Legislatures of the several States,
shall be valid, to all intents and purposes, as
part of the said Constitution, to witness:
Congress shall have the power to establish and
construct roads and canals.30
The third of these resolutions was reported by Mr. Smith of
Maryland.

After having been given a second reading, his

proposal was turned over to a Commdttee of the Whole for
31
oonsideration.
Senator Van Buren of New York was the next member of
Congress to propose an amendment.

On January 22, 1824 he

introduced his recommendation which was read twice.

The

twenty-third saw it referred for consideration to a Committee
of the Whole and the twenty-eight saw it orde~ed to lie on
32
table.
In December of the following year he asked that
Congress consider the selection of a committee to prepare and
33
Shortly after Van Buren made his
report an amendment.
suggestion Mr. Bailey of Massachusetts " ••• presented a very
explicit amendment to the Constitution, which besides giving
Congress power to appropriate money for the construction of
roads and canals, further provided that it might 'construct
roads and canals for urgent purposes, of military, commercial,
or mail comnmnlcation.,11
30
31
32
33

Ibid., 627.
I"6'I'd., 200.
Annals of Congress, 18 Cong., 1 sesl., 136, 138, 151.
Reglster-~t Debates in Congress, 19 Cong., 1 sess., 20.
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It was not until Jackson's administration that the
41

question of an amendment was again brought forth.

Several

sUggestions were made by him but none of them met with any
success.

Another proposal was that of Mr. Archer ot Virginia,

_bo thought that an amendment was necessary so as to give
congress power to appropriate money derived from the sale of
public lands " ••• in aid of the construction of such works of
internal improvement as may be authorized, comrnenced, or
patronized by the states respectively
to be executed.

11

withi~

which the same are

A final move during, the period under

consideration was made in 1833, by the Legislature of Georgia,
in a series of proposed amendments.

They contended that the

power to set up improvements should be either explicitly denied
34

or affirmed in the Constitution.
This was apparently the last attempt to put through an
amendment up until the year 1840_

From then on amendments must

have been frequently advocated but like those we have been
discussing, they evidently never amounted to much.

Then too,

it is not improbable that the idea of ever putting through an
amendment was done away with entirely.

The second is perhaps

the more correct of the two statements.

Presumably Congress

reached such a stage that it no longer considered such an
amendment imperative or necessary.
34 Ames, II, 262.

This is shown by the fact

33

that they habitually exercised the power once doubted.

.,The

president was left to decide whether a project was to come
under the heading of local or national improvements.
Today the administration in

does not even take

W~sh1ngton

the time to determine whether the appropriations of national
funds are toward local or national projects.

Money is being

spent lavishly with only little reference to its being
constitutional or unconstitutional.
constit~tiona1ity

While the question of the

of the Federal Government to expend funds in

such manner does not interest the administration at present, it
is not at all unlikely that after this administration has
closed its accounts, its actions in such a matter will most
certainly be questioned by many.

Should this happen, it is

quite probable that their complaints and efforts will be useles
in settling the question so long debated.

The power of Congres

to use the public funds for internal improvements will never be
free from uncertainty; otherwise it would most probably have
been settled long before this.
We have not time to go into a complete discussion of the
action taken by the government toward improvements during the
time the arguments we have presented were taking place.
comment on the matter is, however,
chapter.
happened.

necess~ry

Some

to complete the

Therefore we shall resort to a brief resume of what
From 1810 to 1816, the government's part in internal

improvements was not so great as it might have been had not war

.,...

----------------------------------------------------,
34
intervened.

.,

In 1817 Calhoun's General Appropriations Bill,

as we have already seen, while meeting with the approval of
both Houses of Congress, failed to arouse the sympathy of the
35
president.
A motion to spend $600,000 on general
36
improvements was lost in 1817.
In the following year Calhoun
reported to the House on the works already in progress. They
37
included mostly military-roads.
In February, 1819 Congress
,

passed a law

1I • • •

providing for a survey of the water courses

north and west of the Ohio, .and tributary to and west of the
Mississippi. 1t

However, it was not until April 14, 1820 that,

for the purpose of finding the most practical mode of
improvement, an act was passed requiring the survey of the Ohio
River from Louisville to Cario, and from the Mississippi to the
38
Gulf.
In 1820 Congress voted a $1,000,000 for a canal from
Georgetown to Pittsburgh and Washington City.
issued for an equal amount.

Bonds were

Georgetown and the city of

Alexandria in Virginia subscribed $250,000 each, Maryland
$500,000 and, individuals bought 6084 shares 'at

~109

per share.

The total amount collected was $3,854,400, but the canal was
39
not started until years later.
35 Kendric Babcock, The Rise of American Nationalitl, 18111819(volume XIII of The-rm~an-Natlon, ed. by Albert Hart.
narper & Brothers, New York, c1906), 254.
36 Ibid., 248.
37 ~aIle; V,94.
38 Lippincott, 279.
39 Jennings, 323-24.
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A na tional board of internal improvements was forme$ and
on January 2, 1822 a commdttee on roads and canals reported a
bill.

It recommended," ••• (l} a great line of canals from the

barbor of Boston South along the Atlantic coast; (2) roads from
tbe City of Washington to New Orleans; (3) a canal around the
falls of the Ohio at Louisville, and between the Ohio River and
Lake Erie, between the Susquehanna and the Seneca and Genese
Rivers, between the Tennessee and the Savannah.'

The comnuttee

asked to have this bill annexed to Calhoun's report of 1819
which they were also referring to the House at the time.

The

same year a bill was introduced to establish by means of toll
gates erected at the will of the president on the National Road,
a fund for keeping it in repair.

This bill was, as many others

were, refused the president's signature on the grounds of its
40
being unconstitutional.
On March 3, 1823 Congress passed the first act for harbor
improvement, ordering a survey of the harbors of Glouchester and
Squam, Massachusetts, and of Presque Isle Harbor.

The cost was

estimated, and sums of $6,000 and ,150 were appropriated
41
An act of April 30, 1824, appropriated $30,000
respectively.
for a survey of such roads and canals as the president should
Consider of national importance.

On March 24, 1824, $75,000

as set aside for the improvement of the Ohio and Mississippi
40 Nelson, 28.
41 ~., 8.

36

Rivers.

According to the appropriation tables collected by
411

Wheeler and cited by the authorities there was expended for
internal improvements, under the administration of President
Madison, the sum of $250,800.

Monroe is credited with having

used over $101,621 of the public funds for the improvements set
42
up during his years of office.

42 Johnston, 510.
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CHAPTER THREE

RELATIONS OF ·THE STATES TO THE PROBLEM OF INTERNAL
IMPROVEMENTS 1810-1825

Before the Federal Government could enter upon a more
general program of internal improvements, as we have seen,
doubts as to its constitutionality brought the Federal system t
a close; that is in so far as local improvements were concerned.
The movement for internal improvements did not, however, cease;
the states, feeling the need of better means of transportation,
undertook the work of providing them.

The chief purpose of this

chapter is to point out the improvements in the states between
the years 1810-1825.
Perhaps the greatest improvement of the time was the
construction of the Erie Canal, which extends from Albany on the
Hudson Hiver to Buffalo on Lake Erie.
conceived the idea of such a canal.

It is not known who first
Some attribute it to

Washington who is said to have predicted it about 1784.

1

Others

hold that Governor Morris prophesied it sometime around 1777, i
the following words, liAs far as I can judge from observation an
1 Elliott Anthony, Sanitation and Navigation(Chicago Legal
News Company, Chicago, 1891), 140:37

38
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110 t

ormation the commerce between Lake Ontario and the Hudson is
2

only practical but easy, though expensive.

tl

.,

According to

Barlow, the truth of the matter is that no one individual
conceived the idea fully formed; it gradually developed.

It

.as inevitable that this canal would be built when the age of
canals dawned because: "The Appalachian Mountain chain formed a
great barrier to western travel and commerce; and the line of
the Hudson River and the Mohawk River was the only place where
it was broken so that travel might pass conveniently to and fr
the western territory without climbing one thousand feet or
above the sea level.

From the upper Hudson to the nearest of
3

the Great Lakes was a natural trade route."

Yet another

author held that from the earliest period of its settlement the
citizens of New York had in mind the union of the Hudson with
the western lakes.

As early as 1768, the provincial

legislature had its attention drawn to the measure by the then
governor of the province.

Nothing was done about the matter

because the Revolution interrupted its consideration.

After
4

the War it was brought before the legislature frequently.
Jefferson was called upon for funds to commence it, but he
5

refused the request made of him.
2 Alvin Harlow,
~(D.Appleton

3 Ibid., 26.

~

Towpaths,

Finally in 1808, legal steps
~

stor! of the American Canal

& Company, New York, 19B6 , 28.

4 H.S.Tanner, A Description of the Canals and Railroads of t
United States(T.R:Tanner & J.Disturnell, New York, 1810), 50.
5 Harlow, 46.

r
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.er e taken to secure its execution.

F~~ruary

Judge Forman, on

4 of that year, called up a resolution which had been
previOusly .submitted and ordered to lie on table.

This

resolution called for a joint commdttee to investigate the best
route for the canal and to petition Congress for funds for the
building of the great national project.

A commdttee was

appointed in 1810, of nine distinguished citizens.

A favorable

report was made by them, the cost peing estimated at about
$4,000,000.

Governor Morris and De Witt Clinton, having been

commissioned, went to Washington and presented a memorial to
Congress.

Congress refused to give the state of New York any

assistance.

This action was followed in 1812 by a report

requesting the State to assume the burden.

':['he War of 1812

caused the commission to disband and once again the work was
delayed.

A new cOmmission, appointed in 1815, failed to secure
6

aid from the general or any of the state governments.

In 1816

a memorial signed by 100,000 responsible citizens was presented
to the legislature.

In compliance with the said memorial an

act was passed in April for improving the internal navigation
of New York State.

Five commissioners were selected and given

$20,000 for surveying purposes.

This act did not, however,

give them permission to raise other funds or begin actual
work.

7

The latter was begun on July 4, 1817 when ground was

6 Perkins, 357-58.
7 Barlow, 49.

~.

. broken by Judge Richardson at the village of Rome on the Mohawk
4fI

River thirty years after the matter had been urged on the
8

people.

In October of 1819 the section of the Canal between

Rome and Utica, a distance of fifteen miles, was opened.
1820, the Erie reached the

~eneca

River.

In

Trouble arose in

1823; as a consequence work was stopped and was not begun again
until the following year.

Amid great celebration the Canal was
9

'finally opened on July 4,1825.

The success of the Erie Canal

was apparent shortly after its completion.

The cheapness of the

water carriage not only compelled the freighters on the
turnpikes to lower the rates, but it also made it probable that
canals would supplant land transportation for heavy freight and
alsO for passengers.

The Canal was likewise a strong motive in

leading the other states to undertake similiar projects toward
progress.
Another momentous improvement which this time witnessed
toward the progress of the West, was the construction of the
great National Road from the Potomac River to the Mississippi.
This road, known at times as the Cumberland Road, was
undertaken by the ,United States Government.

Seven hundred miles

1n length it wound its way through Maryland, Pennsylvania,
10

Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois toward

~he

Mississippi.

8 Charles Coffin, Building the Nation(Harper & Brothers, New
York, 1900), 240.
-9 A.Hepburn, Artificial Waterways and Commercial Development
(The MacMillan Company, New York, 1909), 29.
10 A.Hubert, "The Old National Road." Ohio Archaeological
~~ Historical Quarterly Review, XX, 405-06 (April 1901).

-
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By an act of March 29, 1806, the president was given the
41

power to appoint with the advice of Congress three
at the salary of $4.00 per day.

co~ssioners

They in turn. were authorized to

elllP loy one surveyor, two chainmen, and one marker at the

salaries of $3.00 and $1.00 per day respectively.

The sum of

$30,000 was appropriated to defray the expenses of laying out
11
and making the Roatl.
On January 31, 1807 President Jefferson
assigned Thomas Moore and Eli Williams of Maryland and Joseph
Kerr of Ohio as commissioners.
12
service as the surveyor.

Josias Thompson was taken into

secretary of the Treasury Gallatin reported on March 8,
1808, that $10,000 had been used in laying out the road from
Cumberland to Bronsville and that perhaps $5,000 would be neede
to complete that section.

The contracts for the first ten miles

of the Road west of Cumberland were signed on April 16, and
May 8, 1811, at an average cost of $7,500 per mile. They were
13
completed in the fall of the next year.
Similiar contracts
let in 1812, 1813, and 1815 were finished in 1817.

In the same

year the work was let to Uniontown and another contract was
given to continue from a point near Washington to the Virginia
line.

In 1820, Congress appropriated $141,000 for completing

11 Ibid., 420.
12 ThOmas Searight, The Old Pike, A kistorl of the National
!!.oad( Thomas Searight, triifontown,-I894), 28-29.
13 Frederio Wood, The Turn8ikes of New England(Marshall Jones
Company, Boston, 19191; 19-2 •
-- ---

-
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tbe Road from Washington,Pennsylvania to Wheeling.

The;um of

t1 0 ,000 was also appropriated for laying out the Road between
lbee1ing,Virginia and a point on the left bank of the
Mississippi between St.Louis and the mouth of the Illinois
14
River.
A bill toward the preservation and repair of the Road was
passed by Congress in 1822.

To secure the necessary funds for

the above this bill advocated the establishment of turnpikes
and tolls.

Monroe vetoed it because to his mind such

overstepping the bounds of the Constitution.

Two

s later, however, he granted their request by signing a bill
appropriation with the understanding that from then on the
tates through which the Road passed would provide for its
ep.

A bill passed in Congress on March 3, 1825 appropriated

,000 for extending the Road into the state of Ohio.

The

frequently extended from then on until 1833 when it
15
s completed.
The last appropriation made towards its upkeep
16
s dated May 25, 1838.
The cost of the eastern division of the Road was placed at
,000 per mile.

From Cumberland to Uniontown the cost was

The whole division east of the Ohio was i13,000 per
17
The entire cost of the Road was $7,000,000.
14 Hulbert, "The Old National Road." 425, 434.
15 Ibid., 436.
16 Richard stevenson, The Growth of the Nation, 1809 to 1837
Volume XII of The History-of North'Amer1ca, ed. by GuyC.Le"8."'
orge Barrie &-sQns, Philadelphia, c1905), 173.
17 Hulbert, IlThe Old National Road." 425.
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to the figures listed in this paper the government
..,

elPended $3,310,000 in appropriations up until the year 1825.
r,nis conclusion seemB logical although authors are rather hazy
on the figures concerning the cost of the National Road.and the
amount of money the Federal Government appropriated for its
building.

One thing is certain-the government did not pay the

entire cost of the road.
Ohio was one of the states which engaged most actively in
internal improvements at the time.

In 1806 this state made a

treaty with the Indians to allow them to build a road from the
Firelands, the western end of the If.estern Reserve,
Perrysburg on the Maumee.

If

to

In 1823 Congress alloted Ohio a

large tract of land on each side of the road provided she would
have the road finished in four years.
the condition was fulfilled.

The land was accepted an

Other roads were constructed from

Columbus and Cincinnati to various pOints including one to Lake
Erie.

However, before Ohio was able to devise and carry out a

general system of road building, canals began to appear as the
best and least expensive means of transportation and.inland
communication, and she ceased her road building in favor of
waterways.
The sudden

ch~nge

on her part was due to the fact that

conditions there at the time were

depl~rable.

Because Ohio

lacked adequate means of communication she lacked a market for
her products and consequently such surplus products produced

44
little revenue.

In 1822 wheat was selling there at $.12}, oats

,t $.14 , corn at $.12, and potatoes at $.181 per bushel.

Pork

,old at $.02 a pound, beef at $.03, and butter at $.06.

Eggs

were $.06 per dozen and chickens sold at •• 05 per head.

Nearly

,11 exchange was by barter.
The efforts on the part of the people of Ohio to engage in
canal building were at first quite discouraging.

It was

difficult Por the leaders of the state to convince a scattered
population of poor land owners that a vast system of canals was
18
necessary if conditions were to be in any way improved.
The
first move toward the construction of canals was in 1806, when
Ethan Brown, a Justice of the Supreme Court of Cincinnati, saw
the importance of connecting the Ohio River with the Lakes.
Enthusiasm for such a project ran high in 1817 and 1818.
Newspapers of the State were filled with essays on the subject,
societies chose it as their theme and public speakers spoke in
behalf of it, endeavoring to impress the people with its
19
importance.
Brown urged that surveys be made and submitted
for approval.

This resulted in an act which provided for three

commissioners to locate a route for the canal but because of
obstructions which were placed in the way nothing was done for
years.

At the end of 1821 a committee in the State House was

urged to select an engineer to determine the route.

A report

18 Daniel Ryan, History of Ohio, The ~ and Progress of an
!merican State(The Century Company, New York, 1912), 111,337=39.
19 ~., III, 340.

returned on January 3 in which the canal was considered

.,

three points of view.

The cost was estimated at less than

of the Erie Canal; the profits were to come from revenue;
was to be built by means of borrowed money, or as a
undertaking 1n which Congress would undoubtly donate
land or sell it at a low price, or else capitalists would be
asked to undertake it.

A committee was appointed and $6,000
20
was appropriated to defray surveying expenses.
EXaminations
and surveys extended over a period of three years.

During that

time frequent reports were returned as to the progress being
made.

Further appropriations of $4,000 and $6,000 were made in

1823 and 1824.

On February 4, 1825 an act was passed providing

tor the internal improvements of that State by a system of
canals.

There was to be a canal constructed from the mouth of

the Sciato River to Lake Erie, another was to be built on as
much of the Maumee and Miami line as lay between Oincinnati and
21
Dayton.
The sum of $400,000 was borrowed and work was begun
on July 4, 1825, marking the beginning of the construction of
a line of canals in the State.

When the above canal was

completed it covered a distance of 3,000 miles and opened
22
traffic inland from New York to New Orleans.
Pennsylvania became enthusiastic over internal
improvements as early as 1792, when she built the first
20 Ernest Bogart, Internal Improvements and the state Debt in
Qhio(Longmans, Green & Company, New York, 1924J,16-l7. - 21 Ryan, III, 346.
22 Perkins, 360.

23
turnpike in America.

She became even more so in 1811, when

she appropriated $825,000 for roads and bridges~

.,

Of that sum,

.200 ,000 was for a pike from the town of Northumber, and
.350,000 was to be used in constructing a turnpike between
24
Harrisburg and Pittsburgh.
Besides building roads Pennsylvania did considerable
bridge building.

In 1810 a chain bridge was constructed over

the Merrimac at Newburyport,Massachusetts.

In the following

year bridges were built over the Neshaminy, and over the Lehi
at Easton, and over the Lehigh at Lehigh Gap.

The year 1818

saw the completion of another over the Monangahela at
Pittsburgh at Smithfield street.

This was followed by the

construction of another over the Allegheny at Pittsburgh in
1820.

A very notable one over the Conemaugh at Bla1rsv1lle
25
was completed 1n 1821.
In 1811, two compan1es, wh1ch had been organized about
1792, were incorporated w1th practically the same stockholders
under the title of the Union Canal Company.

By an act of

March 29, 1819, the company was allowed to create new stock.
Interes t was guaranteed and a grant. of monopoly was given the
company by the commonwealth by an act of March 26, 1821.
Operations were started in 1821, on a canal and were completed
in 1827.

This canal extended from Philadelphia to Pottsv111e

23 Babcock, 249.
24 McMaster, VI, 482-83.
25 James Swank, Progress1ve Pennsylvan1a(J.B.L1pp1ncott &
Company, New York, 1908), 249-50.

26

sohuylkill county.
~

Illinois began to take steps toward improvement$ in 1810,
but none of them •• s accomplished until after 1825.

As early a

1810 she projected • canal to connect New Orleans and Buffalo b
27
.a1 of Chicago but that was as far as it went for some time.
In order to drain the bottom lands and improve the naVigation

ot the river lotteries were granted in 1819 and 1820.

Two acts

.ere passed at the session of the legislature held in 1822.
One authorized Governor Edwards to appoint a committee which wa

to act with commissioners from the state of Indiana, on the
improvement of the Wabash River at a certain point.

The other

act was, tlAn Act to provide for the improvement of the internal
navigation of this state."

By this act a committee was

selected to consider, adVise, and adopt such measures as would
be requisite to effect communication by means of a canal betwe
the navigable waters of the Illinois River and Lake MiChigan.
addition to the above they were also to determine the most
eligible route for the canal, to make all necessary surveys and
have maps and drafts made of the same.

Appropriations totaling

$6,000 were given to the commissioners for expenses.

By a law

passed January 17, 1825, the Illinois and Michigan Association
28

was incorporated with full power to build the canal.
26 Ibid., 137.
27 Jennings, 324.
28 Ninian Edwards, History of Illinois from 1778-1833

(Illinois state Journal Company, Springfield, I870);-!69-70.
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granted a strip of land ninety feet wide from the
41

River to Lake Michigan, stating that she would not be
responsible for any of the expense incurred in building the
29
canal.
By an act of Congress on April 19, 1816, five percent of
tbe net proceeds from the sale of land lying within the
territory of Indiana, was to be set aside for the making of
30'
roads and canals.
Twenty-six highways were planned by
Indiana in 1820.

Five of them were to be great highways which-

would center at Indianapolis, and were to connect the important
31
parts of the State.
PubliC s.entiment especially in the central portion of the
state of Indiana was favorable toward a program of internal
improvements.

Governor Jennings in 1818, in his message to

the state legislature urged the need and importance of a system
of roads and canals as a means of facilitating commerce and
raising the value of the land.

tlA

system of roads and canals,

invites,1I he declared, "to a more general intercourse between
the citizens; which never fails, in a great measure, to remove
the jealousies of local 1nterests, and the embittered v10leace
of

~olitical

feuds, which, too often, produce the most

indignant results to our republican insti tutions.

If

IUs

greatest desire was to connect the waters of the Wabash and
29 Ibid., 259.
30 Searight, 20.
31 JUlia Levering, Historic Indiana(G.P.Putnam's Sons, New
York, 1909), 214.
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Jls.UIIlee Rivers.
~on,

.,

Ever since the State had become a member of the

the canal had been discussed by the legislature.

~owever,

were not available even for surveying

Funds,

purpos~s.

About

1822 , the idea was laid before Congress but efforts to secure

an appropriation for surveying met with defeat.

In 1824, a sum

of $30,000 was finally obtained to undertake the first step in
the project which was not to be completed for some years to
32
come.
New York's internal improvements of the period 1810-1825,
were confined to the building of canals.

In 1816, was begun

the construction of the Champlain Canal from Whitehall on Lake
33
Sixty-three miles in length it was
Champlain to Albany.
34
The
opened for navigation in 1819, having cost $179,872.
next improvement of the State was as we have already seen the

building of the great Erie Canal completed in 1825.

The huge

success of the latter was one of the reasons for the
authorization of the Seneca and Cayuga Canal and the Oswego
35
Canal in the same year.
Missouri had not as yet accomplished any works of
improvement despite the fact that her Constitution of 1820
32 Elbert Benton, "The Wabash Trade Route in the Development
of the Old Northwest," (volume XXI, no.1-2, of The Johns Hopkins
University Studies in History ~ Political SCience, The Johns
Hopkins Universi£y Press, Baltimore, 1885), 37.
33 Tanner, 54.
34 S.Augustus Mitchell, Mitchell's Compendium of the Internal
1m rovements of the United Sta:tes(il1tchell & Hinman,Pliiladelphia;l835), 117.·
''
35 Don Sowers, The Financial History of ~ ~ State from
~ ~ 19l2(Longman l s, Green & Compan
1914), 64.
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tained the following statement on the subject:
Internal Improvements shall forever be encouraged
by the government of this State and it shall be the
duty of the general assembly, as soon as possible
to make prOVisions by law for ascertaining the most
proper objects of improvement, in relation both to
roads and navigable waters; and it shall also be
their duty to provide by law for a system of
economic application of the funds appropriated for
these objects.36
The state
improvements.

o~

North Carolina was greatly disposed toward

As early as 1790, she took her first step in

t direction with the incorporation of the Dismal Swamp Canal
In 1792, uA company was formed for the improvement of

Cape-Fear River from Fayetteville to the confluence of the
and Beep Rivers, •••• "

37
It was called the Cape-Fear Company.

subject of the above improvement was introduced into the
ral assembly in 1815.

At that time a committee was

to investigate the needs of the State.

A plan for

inland navigation was the result of the work of the
It proposed the incorporation of companies to
canals and improve the navigation of rivers, and.
three commissioners to supervise the works

o~

the

36 Benjamin Poore, The Federal and State Constitutions,

~~==al Charters and-other Organrc-Laws of the UnIted States

ernment Hrinting Office, Washington, l877}, II, 1112.
37 Charles Weaver, I1Internal Improvements in North Carolina
vious to 1860" (volume XXI, no.3-4, of The Johns Hopkins
versity Studies in History and Political Science, Johns
s University Press, Baltimore, 1903), 161, 163.
..
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adopted by the legislature.

Two navigation compani28 were

the next three years the commissioners
,eport ed annually on the progress of the surveys being made

3SAl

• ~ens es as they were incurrea were met by the legislature •
Between the years 1817-1821, the State had put into the
39
Additional
l-'provement of her riVers the sum of $113,099.
i

charters were given to companies for the purpose of improving
the Primary rivers- the Tar, Neuse, Cape-Fear, Catawha, and the
The State subscribed to the stock of all but the latter.
improvement of the time was the
ject to join the Pedee and Cape-Fear Rivers by a canal.
load building was spoken of in connection with the above,
"Turnpike Roads across the Mountains from the head nautable
the Yonkin and Catawha, seem to be essential parts of
s Improvement.

So also will be a Turnpike Road from the

the Pedee, should it be found impractical to unite
of those rivers. n

No progres's had up to the year
40

made toward the draining of swamps and marshes.
Virginia in 1804 levied tonnage duties for the purpose of
taining funds for improving the navigation of the James
38 "Internal Improvements in North Carolina." North American

~=-e~w

and Miscellaneous Journal, XII, 21-25(1821).
eaver, 179.
.
40 Archibald Murphey, "Memorial on the Internal Improvements
templated by the Le§islature of North Carolina on the
Sources of the state (volume II, of The Papers of Archibald
~~~ ed. by Wm.Holt. E.M.Uzzell & Company, Raleigh, 1914',
6, 148, 149-150.
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.,

In 1816 she voted funds tor river improvements, for

tb8 construction of canals, and the building of highways.

The

~in

improvement of the State was a plan to join the James and
42
ganowka Rivers.
Additional funds were obtained in 1824 for
1J1lproving " ••• the navigation of the Appomatox River from
, 43

foeahantas bridge to Broadway.

Jt

Of South Carolina's part in improvements during that space
of fifteen years, the following is recorded, "South Carolina has
within a short period appropriated a million of dollars to
1nternal improvements; and of this sum it has authorized an
annual expenditure of $250,000 under the direction of a board of
44
lie works and a principal engineer."
Previous to 1810, Alabama had made efforts toward improvi
her roads which were very inferior in quality.
act of

1~rch

According to an

2, 1819, for the admission of Alabama into the

Union, provisions were made for internal improvements.

Five

ercent of the net proceeds of the land sales, after all the
expenses had been deducted, was to be reserved for building
roads, canals, and improving the navigation of rivers.

'I'wo-

fifths was to be expended on roads within the State under the
ection of the legislature, and three-fifths toward the
41 Poore, Veto Messages of the Presidents 2£ ~ United States
th the Actron-of CongreSS-Thereon, 200.
TUrner, 228:43 Poore, Veto Messages of the Presidents of the United States
with the Actron-of CongresS-Thereon, 201.
--'--NOrth American Review and Miscellaneous Journal, XII, 20.
(1821) •
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..king of roads leading to the State under the directio~or
45
Congress.
Governor Bibb in 1819 suggested that engineers be
appointed to determine the necessity of river improvements, and
the junction of the Tennessee and Mobile Rivers.

In 1821

GOvernor Perkins advocated a permanent board of internal
improvements, and the need of a canal to connect the Tennessee
46

and Alabama Rivers.

Alabama remained behind some of the

0

states in the development of internal improvements.
In the latter part of the eighteenth century, Maryland
tirst turned her thoughts toward internal improvements.

It was

not, however, until after 1825, that, she produced any of
1mportance.

In 1784, a company called "The Proprietors of the

susquehanna Canal u was incorporated to build a canal "••• from
the Pennsylvania line, along the Susquehanna -to tide the water.
One of her greatest desires at this time was to make the
navigable.

Po~u_w~~

Considerable attention was given to the matter and

shortly after a joint charter was obtained by Maryland and
47
Virginia for the formation of the Potomac Company.
The plans
of the latter, however, failed to materialize, and in time it
45 Memorial Record of Alabama. A Concise Account of the
State's Political, MiIrtary, Professional and IndustriarProgress, Together ~_~: Personal. Memoirs-of Its People
lBrant & Fuller, Madison, 1893), I, 46.
46 W.E.Martin, nEarly History of Internal Improvements in
Alabama," (volume XX, no. 4, of The Johns Hopkins Uni versi ty
~udles in History and Political Science, The Johns Hopkins
university Press, Baltimore, 1962), 34-35.
47 James McSherry, History of MarylandL from Its First
~~~~~, .!!L1634, to the~r l848(Johll'1liirpny;Baltlmore,
, 314-15.

r

54

.a s merged with the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal Company which
48
~
was formed in 1799.
The former company agreed in 1825, to
surrender its charter to the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal

49

Coupany but it did not actually do so until August of 1828.

The progress of the latter company moved slowly.

It was 1803,

before a sufficient number of shares of stock were sold 1n the
company to complete its organization.

The year IB20 arrived and

the states of Maryland and Virginia were just beginning to make

surveys of the project.

On March 6, 1825, the Maryland Canal

Company was permitted to charter the company for the purpose of
building a canal from the Potomac River to the oity of
50
Thus we have seen that by the year 1825, this
Baltimore.
State had just made plans for improvements, nothing had actually
been accomplished.

Maryland's improvements were to come after

1840.
The remaining states mentioned under ohapter three did not
embark upon such extensive programs of internal improvements as
did the states already accounted for.

One or two of them had

made a feeble effort toward some improvements.

While a few of

them engaged more aoti vely in improvements during the years. 1825
to 1840, than they did during the years 1810 to 1825, some of
them did not begin to undertake improvements until after 1840.

-

48 J.T.Scharf, HistDrJ of Mar!land from the Earliest Period to
Present Day(John P. iit, Ba timore;-T8i79T, II, 5~4.
49 Ibid., III, 156, 169.
50 Ibid., III, 169.
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CHAPTER FOUR

INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS UNDER JOHN Q.ADAMS,l825-l829

During the administration of John Quincy Adams as
president, great progress was made in the work of internal
improvements.

More mone7 was appropriated for them under him

than was in the administrations of any of his predecessors.
Such an increase of activity in the matter is to be attributed,
,

~

not only to the great enthusiasm of Adams for improvements, but
also to the general state of the condition of the country when
he stepped into office.

Of the latter we know that things were

comparatively calm and peaceful.

Monroe did not bequeath to his

successor,any national crisis when he relinquished the
presidency, nor did any follow in the next few years to come.
There was no sign of immediate peril from without or serious
danger from within.

Peace and an overly enthusiastic leader

made it possible for the country to turn her thoughts to
domestic interests.

The Adams administration devoted most of

its time to internal improvements with home manufactures
running a close second.
Adams' desire to foster internal improvements in the
55
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country was one of long standing.

It was not something which
4/-

developed over night.

He himself took credit as having been

the author of the first resolution ever introduced into Oongres
advocating a general system of internal improvements.

When he

introduced the said resolution on February 23, 1807, as senator
he pointed out that he believed that the power to sanction
necessary improvements and appropriate money for their
construction was in Congress, subject however, to the consent
the state or states through which any of the improvements might

pasS.

As a candidate for the presidency he received inquiries

as to his opin1on on internal improvements.

In reply to one of

them he wrote telling of the stand he had taken on the matter
on February 23, 1807 in the Senate.
to what he had said at that time.

He said that he still held
That while he regarded

highly the intentions of those who objected to improvements on
constitutional grounds, he nevertheless felt with a great deal
of satisfaction that such objections were being overruled by
n •••

the paramount influence of the general welfare."

In

addition he stated that numerous appropriations had been made
toward improvements, and that he felt or at least hoped that
day was not far off, when the question of statesmen, regarding
the constitutionality of the government to aid projects too hug
for local treasuries, would be how it ever could have even been
doubted.
Adams was one of the staunchest supporters of Clay's

57

lI.AII1erican System tl which advocated as one of its most

.,

outstanding features the matter of internal improvements.

His

inaugural address strongly urged that the matter be given the
greatest consideration and his annual messages which followed
all reviewed with satisfaction the progress of surveys, the
oonstruction of roads and canals, and the proposals for
additional works.

In his inaugural address delivered on March

4, 1825, Adams spoke of what he intended to accomplish along
such lines.

He was of the opinion that in the future the

oitizens of the country could attribute their prosperity to the
internal improvements which had been set up by the first leaders
to whom they would no doubt express deep graditude.

He pointed

to the countries of Europe saying, ItThe magnificense and
ap1endor of their public works are among the imperishable
glories of the ancient republics,·

Any opposition to the

oonstitutiona1 power of Oongress to legislate on matters

or

such

a nature he believed originated Din pure patriotism- and were,
IIsustained by venerated authority. II

Once again he made a

statement to the effect that he hoped eventually to see all
traces of constitutional objections forever removed.

1

It was in

this same address that he advocated a new form of improvement;
one which was not to receive much aid from the government for a
number of years-the establishment of institutions of learning.
1 William Seward, Life and Public Services of John Q.Adams
§!xth President of the UnIted States with the~u~ Delivered
Eefore the LegisIiture 2£ New York(Derby, iIller & ompany,
AUburn, 1849), 142, 159-60.
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had in mind particularly a national university.

In this
41

spect though he conceded that the Constitution was as he said,

II" charter
•

•••

of unlimited powers, lJ he felt that such powers might

be effectually brought into action by laws promoting the
vement of agriculture, commerce, and manufactures, the

tivation and encouragement of the mechanic and of the elegant
ts, the advance of literature, and the progress of the
and profound; to neglect exercising such
the sake of the populace would result in a loss of
talent of the earth, and would be, la treachery to the most
2

aered of trusts.

I"

The truth and soundness of Adams'

tention cannot be overlooked.

All the powers of the

titution are more or les8 limited.

There is no explicit

granting outr1ght the power to set up such an 1nstitution
the pres1dent suggested, though some of the clauses of the
onst1tut10n, such as the one relat1ng to providing for the
ICOJDmon welfare, implicitly grant the government such power.
power when put into action would produce a group of
who would more readily sense the needs of the
act accordingly to promote the welfare of all 1ts

A great portion of the president's first annual message to
Congress presented on December 6, 1825 was like his inaugural
2 Edward Shepard, Martin Van Buren(American Statesmen Series,
ted by John T.Morse Jr. Houghton, Mifflin Company, New York,
9), 122.
.
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~essage

given over to the consideration of internal
41

improvements.

"The great object of the institution of the

general government is,'' he said, "the improvement of the
condition of those who are parties to the social compact; and n
government, in whatever form constituted, can accomplish the
ends of its institution but in proportion as it improves the
condition of those over whom it is established.

Roads and

canals, by multiplying and facilitating the communication and
1ntercourse between distant regions and multitudes of men, are
among the most important means of production."

He stressed the

fact that the improvement of her people gave great power and
prestige to a nation, and pointed out that if the United States
did not undertake internal improvements, she was on the road
toward .iperpetua1 inferiority. tI

As far as aiding the state

1nternal improvements, he held that as a representative of the
whole Union, the government would be found to be faithless to
the trust placed in her it she neglected to lend her support.

3

We can gather trom the above that Adams placed internal
improvements on a national basis.

He seemed to think that the

peneral Government had unlimited powers regarding the
construction of roads and canals and the establishment of a
national institution of learning.

To be more speCific, he

implied that Congress had the power to do anything which would
lead to the improvement of the people regardless of whether or

-

3 Richardson, II, 316.
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not such power was implicitly or explicitly drawn from

t~e

. consti tution.
His subsequent messages refrain from any lengthy
discussion of the question.

This may have been due to the fact

that he received a great deal of opposition after having taken
such a liberal stand on the question as he did in his first
message to Congress.

His message of December 1827 reported the

progress of the surveys of over a dozen improvements as well as
the progress of the construction of improvements already
commenced.

He also added that the improvements which were

finished had added to the prestige of the country and that they
4

had not increased the debt or made additional taxes necessary.
Adams' last annual message contained a report from the
Department of Engineers concerning the progress made in the
great system of public works and the effects derived from them
y the nation.

The report showed the amount appropriated at the

last two previous sessions of Congress for improvements and the
nner in which it was applied on the improvements under
construction, together with the amounts necessary to complete
these projects.

5

80 much for what the presidential messages had to say on

the matter of internal improvements.

Our next step is to

onsider what-Adams' opinions were with reference to the power
4 Wheeler, II, 194.
5 Richardson, II, 389.

~------------------------------~-.
of congress toward the same subject.

We have already seen that
~

biB views were most liberal.

We have stated in another part of

tbi S chapter that he claimed to have been the originator of the
wbole system.

As far as can be ascertained Adams voted only

once against an internal improvement measure.

This negative

vote was recorded by him against a bill offered previous to his
proposal providing for the appointment of commissioners who were
to have determined the need and practicability of constructing a
canal around the Rapids of the Ohio River.
given for his action in the matter.
registered on the Senate Journ,l.

No reasons are

His vote is merely
At all other times his votes

on improvements were in the affirmative.

There was not a doubt

then in Adams' mind that the Constitution conferred the
contested power on the members of Congress.

His exact words on

the subject are as follows:
The question of the power of Congress to
authorize the making of internal improvements, is,
in other words, a question whether the people of
this Union, in forming their common social compact,
as avowedly for the purpose of promoting their work
in a manner so ineffably stupid as to deny
themselves the means of bettering their own
conditions. I have too much respect for the
intellect of my country to believe it. The first
object of human association is the improvement of
the condition of the associated. Roads and canals
are the most essential means of improving the
condition of the nation. And a people which
should deliberately, by organization of its
authorized power, deprive 1tself of the faculty of
mult1plying 1ts own blessings, would be as wise as
a creator who should undertake to constitute a
human being without a heart.6
6 Seward, 142-43.
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in the above was not declaring outright that the

.,

.

oonstitution implicitly gave Congress power to .et up internal
i~rovements.

He was asserting that he believed that it was

e than reasonable to say that the power could be drawn out of
some of the enumerated powers such as we have already mentioned
in the chapter concerning the constitutionality of the question.
It .as more than reasonable on his part to have felt that the
the Constitution, realizing the importance of roads
as a means of bettering the welfare of the people,
ld have made some provision for them in that document.

As

Clay contended, those men felt at the time that they were
drawing up the Constitution, that it was unnecessary to list
every single power in so many words.

They trusted to the

1ntelligence of the American people to interpret the document
They were of the opinion that out of the clauses of
ch the Constitution was constructed, others could be drawn
thout overstepping the limits of the power they were desirous
of maintaining.

In other words Adams held that while such

power was not actually granted it could and should be implied.
It must be admitted that internal improvements made
progress under Adams.

Very early in his administration he had

umerous surveys made under the direction of a Board of
Engineers established by law.

Among them may be mentioned the

one to determine the practicability of constructing a canal
from the Chesapeake Bay to, the Ohio River.

Another concerned
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the building of a national road from the seat of the

Fed~ral

Government to New Orleans; another referred to a canal to unite
the waters of the Connecticut River and Lake Memphremagog.
others related to the continuation or the Cumberland Road
farther west and the practicability of building roads rrom
Missouri to Mexico and in the territories of Florida, Arkansas,
7

.and Michigan.
It was during this administration that land was given ror
the first time toward the promotion or the building of roads and
canals and the improvement of navigable rivers. ·A road from
Columbus to Sandusky, a canal in Illinois, and one in Indiana,
together with river improvements in Alabama, were a few of the
objects thus aided.

Appropriations to ·the amount of $643,920

were spent on the Cumberland Road.· About $100,000 was
subscribed to the stock of the Louisville and Portland Canal
Company, and $150,000 to .that of the Dismal Swamp Company.

In

addition 10,000 and 750 shares of stock were taken in the
Chesapeake & Ohio and the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal
Companies respectively, mostly at the request of the state
legislatures and the leaders of the corporations who presented
m~morials

to Congress.

River and harbor improvements were

undertaken on a larger scale than ever before, $1,200,000 being

7 Alden Bradrord, Historz of ~ Federal Government, for Fift~
Years; from March 1789, to March 1839(Samuel Simpkins, BOSton,
Ia40}, 323.
-
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8

e2tpended for that purpose.
The total amount appropriated under Adams for improvements
has been exaggerated by some authors.
appropriations for about $5,000,000.

9

Seward lists
Another author places

10

them at $14,000,000.

Lalor and Nelson both cite Wheeler who
11

seems to record the most logical figure of $2,310,475.
the states receiving aid from the above sum were

Among

Maine,~Rhode

Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania,
Delaware, Maryland, North Carolina, Georgia, Florida,
12

Louisiana, Tennessee, and Arkansas.

It is not possible here

to list the amount of the appropriation to each state listed
above.

This can, however, be determined by consulting the

charts contained in Wheeler's work.
Adams' administration is pointed out by many as one during
which internal improvements were carried to an extreme and
surpassed those of all preceding administrations •. The
improvements under him we,re extreme only in the sense of what
he was ambitious to do, not in what he was actually allowed to
do.

Had no oppOSition blocked his path, there is little doubt

but that the administration. within the years to follow would
have had to proceed at terrific

sp~ed

in order to have

8 Nelson, 35-36.
9 229.
10 William Snelling, A Brief and Impartial HistorI of the

Life and Actions of Andrew Jackson, President ot the united
!tareSTS"timpson &Clapp, Boston, 1831), 160. - 11 II, 191.
12 Ibid., II, 124-40.
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surpassed the works he would have established.

The

amo~ts

appropriated during his four years of office were it is true
above those of the previous administrations, but they could not
.ven compare with the figures of the next few which followed.
So great was his desire to throw the country into an
--1im1ted system of improvements that it is pointed to as having
13
en the cause of his overthrow at the election of 1828.
The

~.

state of mind of the people concerning the constitutionality of
the question was at the time Adams took office unsettled.
Monroe's messages had no doubt decided the matter for some few,
t the majority of the people remained undecided.

Adams saw an

opportunity to sway the people en masse and to convince them of
the existence of the much contended power.

However, his ideas

appeared to be dangerous and too decided to a populace who had
to a certain extent, accustomed itself to the comparatively mil
s of Monroe.

Evidently they were afraid of what Adams might

done had he been given a second term.

Had he advanced at a

slower pace and with a little tact he might have fared
differently.

It was quite obvious that the West was more than

desirous of making any and all improvements suggested, and the
South would sooner or later have taken a similiar attitude had
t Adams shown such utter disregard for their pet doctrinestate-rights.
13 Johnston, 570.
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In 1837 Adams referring to what he would have done had he
been permitted, wrote the following to a friend:
The great effort of my administration was to
mature into a permanent and regular system the
application of all surplus revenue of the Union
to internal improvement-improvement which, at this
day, would have afforded high wages and constant
employment to hundreds of thousands of laborers,
in which every dollar expended would have repaid
itself fourfold in the enhanced system, in ten
years from this day, the surface of the whol~
Union would have been checkered over with
rail-roads and canals. It may still be done,
half a century later, and with the limping gait
of state legislature and private adventure I
would have done it in the administration of the
affairs of the nation.14
Had it not been, as has been recorded elsewhere, for the
opposition he received there would have been no end to the
improvements which Adams would have sanctioned.

w.hether he

actually made a study of the Oonstitution in regard to them, or
whether he ever stopped to consider the effects of such of his
acts on the people is not evident.

One is inclined to believe

that he had at one time formed an opinion on the subject and
determined that he would stand by his decision.

He was going to

have internal improvements in spite of the fact that some looked
Upon them as outside the limits of the Oonstitution.

He was

going to, if he had anything to say about it, go down in history
as the leader of a movement in which others had failed.
14 Wheeler, II, 152.

-

CHAPTER FIVE

JACKSON AND INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS

In 1822, prompted by the veto of Monroe, Andrew Jackson, i

correspondence with the latter, wrote concerning internal
improvements, "My opinion has always been that the Federal
Government did not possess the constitutional right; that it is
retained to the states, and that during time of war only the
general government has the right to repair and control roads
1

but must return them to thi states when peace is declared."
How Jackson could reconcile his actions of about three years
later with the above statement, we are unable to determine.
While serving as senator from Florida, he repeatedly voted in
favor of internal improvements.

His name is on record as havi

voted in the affirmative for the following bills. 1. A bill
providing for the building of a road from Memphis to Little
Rock. 2. A bill authorizing certain roads to Florida. 3. A bill
to improve the navigation of the Mississippi, Ohio, and
Missouri Rivers. 4. A bill to subscribe for the stock in the
l/John Bassett, The Life of Andrew Jackson(Doubleday, Page &
Company, New York,-r9lrr;-li; 483.
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Delaware and Chesapeake Canal Companies. 5. A bill for the
extension of the Cumberland Road. 6. A bill voting a

2

subscription of stock in the Louisville Canal Company.

From

the years 1825 to 1829 Jackson again changed h1s views on the
subject.

He became a strict constructionist once more.

Just

what caused h1m to do so cannot be said with any certainty.

It

might have been because of h1s dislike of Adams and Clay, both
of whom upheld the constitutionality of state internal
improvements at the expense of the Federal Government.

One

thing which seems quite certain is that the change did not
result from any deep study or interpretation of the
constitution on Jackson's part.

The arguments he put forth in

his discourses upholding his stand on the question are not
forceful enough to convince one that he made any such study or
that what he said was what he believed.

They seem to be the

arguments of his predecessors rearranged to serve h1s purpose.
In h1s inaugural address Jackson had th1s to say of the
subject, !'Internal improvements and the diffusion of knowledge
so far as they can be promoted by the Constitutional acts of the
3

Faderal Government are of high importance.

II

On October 18,

829, however, in writing to Van Buren concerning an act of a
ravious session of Congress having to do with appropriations
2 Wheeler, II, 231.
3 William MacDonald, Jacksonian Democracy(volume XV of The
arican Nation, edited by Albert B.Hart. Harper & Brothers,
ew or, 1906), 137.
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for seacoast improvements and river surveys he said:
The most objectionable objects of surveys, in
the bill, are those for ascertaining the expediency
and expense of improving the navigation of rivers
running from navigable streams into a 'country or
neighborhood or even a state. These cannot be sO
considered, but those great leading and navigable
streams from the ocean, and passing through. two
or more states; and an obstruction that prevents
commerce from passing through other states, which
when removed will give uninterrupted passage to
those other states, can be viewed as COIning within
the constitutional power of Congress.4
Both of the above statements on the part of Jackson are quite
pointless.
driving at.

It 'is difficult to determine just what he was
He may have eeen endeavoring to distinguish between

ocean and fresh water commerce.

He may have meant that Congress

had power over only ocean commerce and that all improvements
effecting internal commerce were not to be supported by
national funds.

The latter, however, is only probable.

As yet

Jackson had failed to make himself clear on his attitude toward
internal improvements.

It was not until his first annual

message that his ideas on the subject seem to approach
clearness.

In his message, delivered in December of 1829, he

began by admitting that every member of the Union would be
benefited by internal improvements; continuing he pointed out
that a large part of the national debt had been paid during the
course of the year and that it would not be long before the
4 Ibid., II, 138.

whole would be paid off.

When this would be

accomplish~

he

recommended that the surplus revenue be distributed among the
states for the purpose of setting up internal improvements.
Should the people look upon this as being contrary to the
letter of the Constitution, Jackson advised that an amendment
be adopted to authorize the scheme.

He neither admitted or

denied the power of Congress to make appropriations for
improvements.

He did, however, hope that the suggestion would

end the matter once and for all, but if doubts still existed in
the minds of the people, he asked, that they be removed by a
constitutional amendment.

In conclusion he remarked that he

had always the highest regard for state-rights and wished to
take the opportunity to caution Congress less they use their
5

powers in too liberal a manner.
Almost immediately there arose those who contested the
inconsistency and impossibility of Jackson's suggestion of
apportioning the surplus revenue and securing the much desired
amendment.

Regarding the former, it was held by some that the

funds divided as Jackson advised, the parts could do no good in
the "ratio to the whole~·

The several states would not think

of uniting to promote one great project.

It would be too much

to expect the North to aid the South in building a canal and
likewise for the South to do the same for the North.

Should it

so happen that by any chance the several states would unite
5 Snelling, 176.

-
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their appropriations, the result would be the same as if
41

oongress,already possessed the power so often disputed.

"In

short," they said, "it appears to Us that the measure proposed
bY the president was calculated to paralyze, if not to
6

annihilate public improvements."

While their arguments are

very logical, their conclusion is a little too strong.

It

seems that Jackson was very anxious to put a check on internal
improvements for all time, but it is not apparent that he
planned to do so by the distribution of the surplus revenue.
His vetoes were to attempt that for him.

Others held that if

the states were able to secure funds so easily they would
become demoralized and be reduced to a condition of dependence
on the national treasury; that it would lead to the corruption
of state legislatures, and that once in the coffers ot the
states such funds would be employed in promoting internal
improvements beyond the means and needs ot the states.

As a

result taxation would have £0 be increased to make good the
deficits which would be incurred under such circumstances.

7

There were others who felt that the states in which improvements
had already been taken care of would probably receive the
largest sums of money and that such states as Indiana and
Illinois where improvements were imperative would draw but a
6 Ibid., 179.
7 McMaster, VI, 319.
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small portion of the funds.

As far as securing an amendment t
41

tne Constitution was concerned, it had been tried several times
only to meet with failure.

Jackson, however, 'was of the opinio

tnat it would be an easy matter.

"The difficulty and the

supposed impracticability, II he said" "of obtaining an amendment
to the Constitution in this respect is, I firmly believe, in a
great degree unfounded.

The t1. . has never yet been when the

patriotism and the intelligence of the Amer1can people were not
fully equal to the greatest emergency; and it never will when
9

interposition is plainly presented to them."

The fact that

previous attempts to amend the Constitution met with
difficulties ought to be sufficient proof that Jackson was
wrong in his contention.
On May 27, 1830 President Jackson vetoed the Maysville
Road Bill which we are to consider in detail in the next
chapter.

On the same day he approved an appropriation of

$30,000 for surveys, $100,000 to extend the Cumberland Road and
10
smaller sums for various oth~r roads.
Next followed a vetoed
bill calling for a subscription of stock in the Washington
Turnpike Company and one for the construction of lighthouses.
These were rejected on May 31 and December 6 respectively, on
the grounds that they were local in character.
8 Perkins, 431.
9 Wheeler, II, 204.
10 MacDonald, 142.
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Very interesting debates, which we have not time to

411

discUSS here, took place in Congress over the proposed road to
be built by the Washington Turnpike Company.

They may be found

in the debates of Congress, the first session of the twentyfirst Congress.

Having read them makes one feel even more

certain that as will be stated later on that Jackson vetoed
bills mainly to his own advantage or to the benefit of those
with whom he was directly assooiated.

The arguments presented

therein both for and against the matter point to the fact that
Jackson never really gave the subject much of his time.

It is

most probable that some member of his cabinet put the thoughts
he presented into his mind.
In his second annual message Jackson
reasons for the vetoes mentioned above.

exp~ained

additional

He refused his

signature to the Washington Turnpike Bill because he did not
approve of subscriptions to stocks in private concerns.

"The

practice," he said, Itof thus mingling the concerns of the
government with those of the states or individuals is
inconsistent with the object of its institution and highly
impolitic."

As far as he was concerned, he said, ItI cannot see

ow bills authorizing such subsoriptions can be otherwise
regarded than as bills for revenue."

He felt that the

government would hold too much interest in private companies
11

and would thus disregard the interests of individual citizens.
11 Riohardson, II, 509-10.
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e feared that it would change the character of the Federal
~

GOvernment " ••• by consolidating into one the general and state
12
governments. It
The bill concerning rivers and harbors was
because it contained local items and provisions for
and the removal of obstructions which canals already
rojected were to take care of.
In his third annual message delivered to Congress in
cember of 1831, Jackson again renewed his suggestion to
ppropriate the surplus revenue for internal improvements and to
pportion such funds among the several states according to their
epresentation.,

He discussed the constitutionality of the

ederal Government to aid the states in such a matter.

His

onclusion was that the said power was not directly granted by
he Constitution.
ccidental.

If it existed at all it was purely

Any action on such an assumption would be

verstepping the limits of the Constitution because it would be
13
irected toward consolidation.
In February of 1831, a committee in the House of
epresentatives returned a report on internal improvements.
ey approved of the subscription of the stock of canal and
ailroad companies on the grounds that their projects would
ventually be connected one with the other for the general
elfare of the country.
12 Wheeler, II, 215.
13 McMaster, VI, 61.

In addition they upheld the Maysville
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14
Boad Bill as being national in scope.
In his message of December 4, 1832, he summed up what he
had said in his previous messages on the subject of
improvements.

For the fourth time he recommended the

distribution of the surplus revenue.

He also urged the sale of

all stocks held by the United states in canal and turnpike
15
companies.
Two days later he returned his fifth veto to
Congress.

It was a refusal to approve an act providing ror the

improvement of certain harbors and the naVigation of certain
16
rivers.
The president withheld his signature because it
contained clauses providing for the internal improvement of mere
17
streams and not, "Channels of commerce. tI
On December 4, 1833,
Jackson vetoed the distribution bill.

This bill which set aside

l2t percent of the public land fund for improvements and
educational purposes was enacted by the Senate in April of 1832
and passed the House on March 4, 1833.

Jackson claimed that the
18
bill waS contrary to the "Compact Theory. II
He issued his
seventh and last veto on December 1, 1834.

It was against a

bill providing for the improvement of the Wabash River.

His

sixth annual message gave as his reason the fact that it Was a
14 Niles Weekly Register, (May 21, 1831), XL, 210-14.
15 1111iam Sumner, Andrew Jackson(Houghton, Mifflin & Company,
New York, 1899), 235.
16 Wheeler, II, 227.
17 Richardson, III, 639.
18 Nelson, 42.
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19
local bill.

At this time he discussed his ideas on the matter
41

of improvements.

While he approved of them, he felt that the

constitution did not give Congress the power to set up roads and
canals at the expense of the government within the boundaries of

a state.

As far as he was concerned no bill of such a nature

. would ever receive his official sanction.

It was in this

message that Jackson became quite boastful and assumed a little

too much credit for having checked internal improvements.
"Nearly four years have elapsed," he said, fland several sessions
of Congress have intervened, and no attempt within my
recollection has been made to induce Congress to exercise this
power.

The applications for the construction of roads, which

were formerly multiplied upon your files, are no longer present;

and we have good reason to infer that the current of public
sentiment has become so decided against the pretension as
20

effectually to discourage its reassertion."

What Jackson had

to say was not altogether the truth of the matter.
Appropriations were put through by means of riders which escaped
21
the veto.
In addition there was no evidence that the public
opinion had changed to any marked degree.

He also took the

opportunity to explain that he had distinguished 'appropriations
19 MacDonald, 145.
20 Wheeler, II, 227-28.
21 Davis Dewey, Financial History of !£! United States(8th.
edition of the American Citizens Series, ed. by Albert Hart.
Longman's, Green & Company, New York, 1922), 216
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for the improvement of harbors from other improvements.

He

'"

signed bills for harbor improvements because of a law passed
on August 15, 1789, which said that the expense for the
repairing and maintenance of such should be defrayed out of the
22
treasury with the approval of the president.
The national debt to which Jackson gave so much thought was
On January 1, 1836, a surplus of
23
In his annual message of
$32,000,000 was in the treasury.
finally wiped out in 1835.

that year, Jackson calculated that January 1837 would find a
balance ot $41,723,959 in the treasury.

All but five millions
24
of which would be turned over to the states for improvements.
There is record that only about

~4,000,000

was expended

after 1829 on improvements, but this same record fails to make
mention of the fact that harbor and river improvements increased
1n number as the days wore on, thus increasing greatly the
25
appropriations.
As nearly as can be determined a sum of
$7,000,000 was appropriated out of the United states Treasury
by Jackson for internal improvements. However, a more reliable
26
source gives $10,582,822.
It is true that he checked to some
extent the progress of improvements at federal expense but he
did not do all that he took credit for or for which he was given
credit.

-

22
23
24
25
26

It has been claimed by many authorities that, "The

Wheeler, II, 229.
McMaster, VI, 307.
Richardson, III, 239.
MacDonald, 147.
Wheeler, II, 191.
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administration of Mr. Adams was the period during which the
41

system was carried to an extent which was sowing the seeds of
corruption in the councils of the nation, and of disease in the
whole political organization, and which was at length
'strangled' as it is termed by the giant arm of General
Jackson. u

It 1s correct that appropriations under Adams were

high, but only higher than they were under the preced1ng
administrations.

There is quite a difference between the

$2,310,475, expended by Adams and the $10,582,882 by Jackson.
What is more, the average expenditure per year for Adams
amounted to $577,868.81 while,under Jackson it was
$1,322,860.02.

It also should be noted that while

appropriations amounted to $3,599,278.12 in the first term of
Jackson's administration in the second term when they were
supposed to have diminished, they reached $6,599,604.07.

Of the

$17,000,000 appropriated from the years 1806 to 1841, over one
,
27
half of that sum was used during Jackson's terms of office.
The following remarks of one author explain the situation
of internal improvements under Jackson:
It cannot be said that Jackson's action achieved
His contention that only works of a
national character should receive federal aid was
in practice, 11ttle more than a rough general
rule to be honored in the breach as well as in the
observance. There was force ifr Clay's slur that
constitutional scruples did not avail to prevent
appropriations for favorite objects. What
consistency~

-

27 Ibid., 192.
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Jackso~ did, in short, was to put a stop to the
development, at federal expense, of interstate
communication by means of roads and canals.
The larger field of internal improvement of
river communication, in his day as now a
prolific source of extravagance and waste he
left practically untouched.28

It is difficult for one to form an accurate and fair
opinion as to what Jackson's real attitude toward the relation
of the Federal Government to internal improvements was.

One is

inclined to feel that he was rather hypocritical in the matter.
In any of his addresses there is nothing which would lead one tc

believe that he actually made a thorough study of the
Constitution or that he really was concerned over the
constitutionality or the unconstitutionality of improvements.
If he did not desire a certain measure to be put through
Congress he would bring forth well worn arguments.

Tne latter

had never failed to serve the purpose in the past and Jackson
believed that they would do the trick for him.

28 MacDonald, 147.

CHAPTER SIX

THE MAYSVILLE VETO

During the first session of the twenty-first Congress a
bill authorizing a subscription to the stock of the Maysville
Turnpike Company was introduced into the House.

The Kentucky

Legislature incorporated the above company " ••• to build a
section of a road planned to run from the Gumber1and Road at
Zanesvi1le,Ohio to Florence,Alabama on the Tennessee River •••• u
Maysville was an important trade center between Kentucky and the
East.

The road already in existence was in poor shape because

of the constant use it received.

The bill in question asked

that the United States subscribe stock to the amount of
$150,000.

This was not to be paid until an equivalent sum had
I

been received from the state of Kentucky and individuals.
On April 26, 1830, the bill was brought before the House
2

It so happened that on that day a South

for consideration.

Carolinian was in the midst of a lengthy discourse having to do
with the tariff.

Evidently exhausted at the end of two hours,

he explained that he had presented the most tedious and boring
I MacDonald, 139.

2 Register of Debates in Congress, 21 Cong., 1 sess., 820.
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part of his speech, that what was to follow was more inter.esting
and that if he might be permitted he would prefer to leave off
and conclude the next day.

This request being granted, Mr.

Fletcher of Kentucky proposed that the rest of the time be given
over to the consideration of some measure of minor importance
3

which could easily be disposed of in a short time.

He then

reported the Maysville Road Bill and gave his reasons for
supporting the measure.

Mr. Fletcher pointed out that the

national government would be greatly benefited i f the road were
constructed.

As many contended it was entirely within a state

(Kentucky)but it was not a local improvement because it was
intended to eventually become a part of the great National Road.
He further pointed out the fact that on an average of 351
persons, 33 carriages, and 50 wagons passed over the road daily
on the way to business.

As far as he knew Kentucky had always

been willing to support appropriation bills for similiar
projects but had never received a penny from the government.

To

him the expense to the government would be little compared to
4
the benefits it would derive from such a road.
Mr. Fletcher was followed by a Georgian who expressed

considerable surprise that the former considered the said bill

of minor importance and felt that it would receive little if any

opposition.

The latter was correct in his contention for the

bill was debated in the House for three days before it was
3 Bassett, II, 485.
4 Register of Debates in Congress, 21 Cong., 1 sess., 821.
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finally passed by a vote of 102 to 86 and then sent to the
5

.,

senate for concurrence.
Fletcher was answered on April 28 by Polk who was decidedl
against the measure because he believed that it was not a
national road for the reason that it began and ended within a
state. liThe gentleman," said Polk, "did not inform us how often
the same person passed and repassed the point at which the
enumeration was taken, on his neighborhood business.

He did

not tell us how many were going to mill, ·to church or to
blacksmith shop."

Mr. Fletcher retaliated by saying that he

could not reconcile Mr. Polk's attitude because he had not
always been against internal improvements; he had voted for an
appropriation of $600,000 for a great canal in the state of
6

Alabama.

Mr. Polk's ar.guments as to the character of the road

seem to be rather unsupported and weak.

Where and when a road

begins does not necessarily determine its character.

The

proposed Maysville Road probably was local but it seems
reasonable to believe that it would have been added to and thus
have assumed a national character.
A debate on the subject ensued in the Senate.

There John

Tyler gave one of the strongest speeches against the bill.

As

far as he could see, the subscription was urged by those whose
fortunes would be increased were it to materialize.
5 Ibid., 842.
6 Ibid., 832-34.
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tb at if aid were extended to this cause, the government would

.,

not know where to stop.

Justice would demand that they aid all

companies in the future regardless of whether or not their projects were national or local.

"Pass this bill," he said,

"and no man can set bounds to the applications which shall be
made to us at the next session.
hotchpotch.

It

We shall have a perfect

Where it would all end he had his doubts.

"We

have now got to surveying creeks which have not enough water to
~
7
keep at work a common ~st mill," he concluded.
Nor was he
wrong in his contention.

One need only glance at the items

concerning water connnerce for which appropriations were made, to
see the truth of his remark.

Neither was he inaccurate in his

previous remarks on the subject.

It is

~uite

apparent that

there were many who saw opportunities of increasing their
wealth through abuses; that danger is always present.

That the

government would be swamped with all manner of requests could
be denied.

~ot
~o

exception.

~assed

It had happened before and this would have been
In spite of what was said against it, however, it

the Senate and from there was sent to the president for

lis signature.
Outside the legislative bodies of the government the bill
irouse considerable popular interest and it was wondered by
~ny

whether Jackson would accept or reject the measure.

Van

7 Thomas Benton, A'bridgement of Debates !,!LCongress, 21 Cong.,
sess., 576-68.
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Buren, at the time Secretary of State, was to play an

imp~rtant

part in the outcome of the bill after it left the Senate
chamber.

He and Jackson, had decided early in the latter's

administration that improvements must be checked.
to by Jackson that his secretary of State

It was agreed
.
should report to him

anY bill being debated in Congress which he thought should
8

receive a veto.

Van Buren looked upon the Maysville Road as

such because he took it as a challenge from Clay. (The road was
in the state in which Clay lived).

He presented his suspicions

to the president and agreed to draw up a list of reasons why the
bill should be defeated.

Jackson permitted him to do so and

requested him to draw up a statement upholding the
constitutionality of such a veto.
secretary

als~

Besides the above the

prepared a statement showing that there was not

sufficient money in the treasury to pay the national debt,
provide for governmental expenses, and in addition support
internal improvements.

9

Contrary to the public opinion that he would not do so,
Jackson on May 27, 1830 vetoed the Maysville Road Bill.

The

veto was addressed to the House of Representatives where the
bill had originated.

Jackson,refused his concurrence because

he believed the road to be local and not national as some held.
His own words on the subject explain his interpretation.
8 Bassett, II, 484.
9 Ibid., II, 486.

"It
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has no connection with an established system of internal

.,

iJllprovements; is exclusively within the limits of a state,
.tarting at a point on the Ohio River and running sixteen miles
to an interior town, and even as far as the state is interested
10
in conferring partial instead of general advantages. t1
He
stressed the importance of paying the national debt before
engaging in such projects as the Maysville Road.

He desired to

reduce the taxes and not be obliged to increase them as he would
have to do if the government came to the aid of Kentucky.

It

was the laborers and the less prosperous classes of the
communities who would feel the weight of any additional
taxation.

As Jackson himself pointed out in his veto message:

They were cheerfully borne because they were
thought to be necessary to the support of the
Government and the .payment of the debts
unavoidably incurred in the acquisition and the
maintenance of our national rights and liberties.
They would not be so cheerfully borne if it
became known that the necessity for their
continuance would cease were it not for the
irregular etc. appropriation of the public funds:
therefore it was their duty ,to put into effect
such a system of expenditures as will pay the
debts of the country and authorize the reduction
of every tax as low as they could and still afford
protection for manufactures etc. Therefore
national should be the character of internal
improvements.
• •• if it is expected that the
people, of this country, reckless of their
constitutional obligations, will prefer their local
interest to the principles of the Union, such
expectations will in the end be disappOinted; or if
it be not so, then indeed has the world but little
10 MacDonald, 140.

r__-----------------------------------------.
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hope from the example of free government.11
After the veto the bill was again debated in the House.
~ome

of the representatives, while disappointed at the

presidental action, believed that the -latter should be
supported unless of course public opinion proved to be openly
hostile to what he had done.

Others denounced Jackson's

message, feeling that he had been guided a little too much by
the Secretary of State.

They were unwilling to believe that it

was Jackson's plan but that it had " ••• every appearance of a
low and electioneering document.

The voice was that of Jackson

but the hands were those of the 'little magician,' Van Buren."
While the bill secured a majority in the House it did not
receive the necessary two-thirds vote and as a consequence the
1

measure was lost and the Maysville Road Bill was never passed.
Outside the House the ideas on the veto were numerous.
The "old republicans" rejoiced over its defeat.

At a banquet

in Virginia, one of the many toasts was, The Rejection of
Maysville

_~

13
other days.

ill!.. 11

falls upon the

~ ~

~

the music of

Pennsylvania did not receive the defeat so

enthusiastically.

The governor of that State bitterly opposed

the rejection of the bill.

In referring to an appropriation of

$200,000 made by Jackson for the improvement of the waters of
the MiSSissippi and the Ohio Rivers, he said,- " ••• it will
11 Richardson, III, 489-91.
12 MacDonald, 140-41.
13 Bassett, II, 489.
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require a great deal more acumen than we possess, to separate
~

theSe two things in principle. There is no difference in their
14
The veto was said by another to have increased
principle. n
the strength of the administration in Maine, New Hampshire, and
New York and that in the South it had occasioned little
opposition.

Henry Clay believed the contrary.

To him it was a

IIleans of strengthening the opposition as the proposed road ran
15
through a section of Kentucky favorable to Jackson.
Van Bure
looked upon it as the blow which killed the party of internal
improvements, a party which he accused of being composed of
able young statesmen eyeing the Presidency, and conniving with
cheap politicians who had in mind similiar designs, and who in
16
turn were in conjunction with crafty contractors.
After the
veto Jackson was given a great deal of credit.

The reject of

the measure was claimed to have been the beginning of the end
of federal aid to internal improvements.

One of the closest

friends of the president's had the following to say on the
matter, nIt was a killing blow to the system, which has shown
but little, and only occasional vitality since."

To him the

fact that the bill was not passed over the presidential veto
17 .
justified Jackson's action.
To say that the Maysville veto was a forceful check on

14 Niles Weekly Register, (April 30, 1831), XL, 148.
15 MacDonald, 144.
16 Bassett, II, 490.
17 Thomas Benton, Thirty Years View, A History of the Working
of the American Government for T.hrrt:Y Years(D.Appleton-&
,COmpany, New York, 1854), 11,167.
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i~ternal

co~siders

improvements seems hardly consistent when one

the appropriations made after the veto.

On the other hand,

however, it can be admitted that it was a decided help toward
cheoking them.

Had Jackson approved the bill it might have

been disastrous.

It would have been the contention on which his

successors might have justified the signing of future bills for
internal improvements.

However, it seems to have been a step

more to defeat Clay and Calhoun than the matter of internal
improvements.

Van Buren's statement concerning the veto and

his suspicions about Clay's having been the author of the bill
are sufficient proof of the above.

Aftar having read several

lives of Van Buren one is almost convinced that the veto was the
outgrowth of connivence on his part.

Jackson's approval of

appropriations for similiar improvements fail to support his
supposedly strong desire to uphold the Constitution.

It was

reported shortly after the veto in one of the current papers
that, "Appropriations are sanctioned by the president, which are
so near kin to the provisions of the Maysville bill, that it is
18

impossible to deny the identity of the parentage."

When it

as to his own and to party advantage, Jackson approved
improvements, but when not necessary for gain, he was against
them.

18 Niles Weekly Register, (Sept. 4, 1830), XXIX, 25.

CHAPTER SEVEN

EARLY RAILROAD BUILDING

While the country was engaged extensively in the building
of artificial waterways, experiments were being made in a new
type of transportation which before many decades was to take the
place of the canal.

The railroad was born in England where

stephenson, after many years of labor finally proved the
practicability of the new means

~f

locomotion.

The success of

John stevens and Oliver Evans in this country was almost
simultaneous with that of Stephenson in England.
It was not a simple task to convince the people that
railroads must supersede the canal.

All manner of arguments

were used to win over the opponents of the new method of
transportation.

It was pointed out that railroads would be

cheaper to build, probably costing about two-thirds as much as
I

the canal.

They would not be affected to such an extent by the

change in seasons as were the canals.

What was more they could

be more easily constructed over the mountains.

In addition it

was shown that railroads would provide for faster
I Ernest Bogart, Readings in the EconOmic historl of the
£nited States(Longman·s, Green & Company, New York, 19291; 399.
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transportation, an important element in a country of such vast
~

eJCtent.

Once having been convinced, however, " ••• the nation

'embarked upon a career of railroad building which lasted with
but little interim from the early thirties until the first
2

decade of the twentieth century.·
In 1826 the seaboard states which had lost in the race for
the western trade because they lacked canal connections saw an
opportunity to regain their lost prestige by the building of
railroads.

Massachusetts with the building of the Granite

Railroad, a road of three miles, started this mania for rail
construction which soon possessed the whole country.

The

Granite Railroad estimated at about a cost of $34,000 was in
reality nothing more than what had been operating in England
for many. years under the name of tram-way.

It was constructed

by those who were interested in the building of the Bunker Hill
Monument for the purpOse of shipping stone from the quarries at
3

Quincy to a wharf on the Neponset River.

Adams said of it,

IIThere was nothing in its construction which partook of the
character of a modern railroad.

The tracks were five feet apart

, and laid on stone sleepers eight feet apart.

On this stone

!substruction wooden rails were laid, and upon these another rail
2 Faulkner, Economic Histor~ of the United States, 113.
3 J.N.Larned, The New Larne HrstOry(C.A.Nichols Publishing
Company, Springfield, Mass., 1924), VIII, 7029.
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I,r

strap iron •. Down this road two horses could draw a load of
4
~
forty tons •••• "
Massachusetts was :followed in turn by
Pennsylvania in 1827, and by Maryland and South Carolina in

1828.

These first railroads, however, could hardly have been

called such at the time.

They were merely specimens of what

was yet to come.
About the first real and the largest railroad to be built
during the decades we are considering was the Baltimore and
Ohio.

Before the nineteenth century the city of Baltimore had

been one of the leading ports
of the Erie

~anal

of America.

After the building

and other public works by the state of New

York and the neighboring states, she gradually felt a large
portion of her trade with the West being drawn to such cities
as Philadelphia and New York.

It was mainly through the efforts

of two of her leading citizens that Baltimore turned to
railroads as a means of attempting to regain her declining
prestige in the commercial world.
The president of the Mechanics Bank of Baltimore, P.E.
Thomas and an associate, George Brown, had frequently discussed
the plight of Baltimore and had come to the conclusion that
something would have to be done immediately.
had brothers living in England.

Both of these men

These ,brothers had from time to

time written letters to Baltimore exclaiming over the success of
4 Charles Adams Jr. Railroads: Their Origin and Problems(G.P.
Putnam's Sons, New York, 1878), 38.
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the English railroads.

Bro~

As a result of such letters,

and

Thomas became convinced that the future prosperity of Baltimore
rested on an early beginning of railroads between Baltimore and
the western Waters.

On February 12, 1827, Mr. Brown held a

meeting at his home, of the important citizens of that city; "TO
l~

into consideration the best means of restoring

£f. Baltimore that portion of the western Trade
~ ~!verted

--

~

w~

the city

has lately

from it £z the introduction of steam navigation

and other causes. II

5

At this meeting a committee was appOinted

to investigate the idea of a railroad.

.

Their report made on

February 19, was unanimously adopted and another committee was
6

chosen to apply to the legislature for a charter.

Such a

charter was granted to Maryland on February 28, 1827, and by
Virginia on March 8, 1827 " ••• with authority to construct a
railroad from Baltimore to some suitable point on the Ohio
River, with a capital of $5,000,000 and the right of organizing
on the subscription of one-fifth of the amount."

"By charter,

10,000 shares were reserved to the state of Maryland and 5,000

to the city of Baltimore, for one year, after which, if not
subscribed by the state and city respectively, the shares might
)e sold.

The state and City were allowed to appoint one

iirector for every 2,500 shares held but were not permitted to
5 By a Citizen of Baltimore, ! History ~ Description of the
3altimore and Ohio Rail Road(John Murphy & Company, Baltimore;-

L853},11.----

6 John Starr, One Hundred Years of American Railroading(Dodd
[ead & Company, New York, 1928), 40.
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7

vote their stock at shareholders elections."
easily disposed of.

The stock;as

Inside of twelve days the available

15,000 shares were subscribed to three times over.

The formal

organization was accomplished on April 24, 1827, with Philip
Thomas as president.
Ground was broken on July 4, 1828 by Charles Carroll of
Carrollton, then an old man of ninety-one years.

He said on th

occasin, ttl consider this among the most important acts of my
life, second only to my signing of the Declaration of
Independence, if even it be second to that.

1I

8

Both Maryland

and Virginia had taken their whole subscriptions of $500,000
9

each by the end of 1828.

An appeal for aid was made to

Congress but the most she would do was to send government
engineers to assist in surveying.
Surveying and grading of the road westward were begUn at a
Icost of $17,000 per mile. As the road pushed farther west the
Icost increased because of the mountains and streams. Had it no
been for the $200,000 raised by Alexander Brown, the road
10
building would have been abandoned.
. The first division from
Baltimore to Ellicotts Mills, a distance of thirteen miles, was
opened on May 24, 1830.

Three trips were made every day, each

7 Caroline MacGill, History of ~ Transportation ~ the
United States before l860(Carnegie Institute of Washington,
Washington, 1917), 39~
8 Starr, 42-43.
9 MacGill, 398.
10 A History and Description 2! ~ Baltimore ~ ~ ~
.Road, -23.
-
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taking approximately two hours, at a cost of $.75 per round
41

An interesting description of the journey has been

trip.

recorded:
There are now in daily use on the road six
elegant carriages made by Imlay, besides a number
of others of less costly construction. Visitors,
therefore, have a full choice of carriages, and
may engage any favorite seat or seats, or a
whole carriage, according to the number of the
party. The rate of travel is usually ten miles
an hour, and frequently, indeed, greater, so
that the transition from the heat and dust of the
city to the pure air of the country is expected
in a few minutes, and without fatigue. Nor is it
to be wondered at that those who once made this
truly delightful trip should desire to repeat it
for the novelty, ease and perfection of the whole
mode of conveyance, the gigantic character of the
work itself with its granite vi'aducts, deep
excavations and high embankments, and' the
diversified and romantic scenery which constantly
presents itself, all combine to render the
excursion one of the most attractive and
delightful anywhere met with.ll
In

1830 a branch road from Baltimore to Washington was

authorized and contracts tor surveys were let in 1831.

It was

estimated that it would be finished inside of two years, as they
'intended to undertake the work with every speed possible.

Its

completion would make the trip from Washington to Baltimore only
l~

a matter of a morning or evening excursion.

In 1831, sixty-

one additional miles were opened to the city of Frederick in
13
Maryland.
By April 1, 1832 another sixty-nine miles having
11 Niles Weekly Register, (August 28, 1830), XXIX, 12.
12 Niles Weekly Register, (March 26, 1831), XL, 55.
13 starr, 47.
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been added, the road reached Point of Rocks.

14

It was

no~

extended further until almost three years had passed because of
differences with the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company.
Very early in its history the Railroad Company had
experienced trouble with the above mentioned Canal Company.
The latter refused to allow the Baltimore and Ohio Company to
appropriate or use land for the road until she had located her
work between the Point of Rocks and Harpers Ferry, claiming
that she had a prior right of way through that region.

In

January of 1832 the Court of Appeals decided the case in favor
of the Canal Company and work was consequently stopped on the
building of the railroad.

After refusing all manner of

combination, a committee of the House and Senate was appointed
to come to some conclusion on the matter.

A deci.sion was

reached on March 22, 1833, whereby the Canal Company agreed to
the joint construction of the railroad and the canal through th
passes of the Point of Rocks to Harpers Ferry.

They completed
15
their work of eighty-one miles, on December 1, 1834.

Incidently, at this place, was accomplished one of the greatest
engineering triumphs of the time-the building of the Potomac
16
Bridge.
The Washington branch of thir.ty-five miles, begun in 1831,
1'7
was completed on August 25, 1835.
In the spring of 1836 plans
14~~. and Descript.
15 Ibid., 35-40.
16 Starr, 49.
l'7'Tanper, 155.
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were made toward extending the road westward from

Harpers~Ferry.

The idea being to extend the road to Pittsburgh and Wheeling.
The legislatures of Maryland and Baltimore subscribed $6,000,00
to the capi tal ,stock of the Company for such a purpose. Sp,rveys
18
were completed in 1838.
In 1840, Tanner wrote, n ••• the entire
length of the line from Harpers Ferry to Wheeling is about 200
miles and 280.50 from Baltimore."

Thirty-three viaducts were

constructed between Baltimore and the Potomac at a great
19
The cost of the road from Baltimore to Harpers
expense.
Ferry is given at $4,000,000 and from Harpers Ferry to
Cumberland at $3,623,606.28.

The above estimate does not

include the cost of the branch road or the locomotives.

During

the difficulties of 1837-1840, the Baltimore and Ohio Company
was one of the few companies to continue in existence and
20
discharge its obligations.
It is impossible here to list every railroad chartered by
the states.

We will, however, refer to them in the chapter on

state internal improvements which is to follow.

A few

statistics will enable one to see how great was the enthusiasnl
over the new mode of transportation.

It is hard to believe that

the railroad companies were as numerous and popular as they were
1n the thirties.

Companies opened and closed their books

18 ! Hist. ~ Descript. of
19 150-151 •.
20 !-Hist. ~ Descr1pt.-2!

~

Baltimore & ~ Railrd. 62.

~

Baltimore

~ ~

Railrd. 62.
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almost at the same time.

For example the stock of the Paterson
.;

and Hudson was subscribed for three times over and sold at $126.
21
The Catskill Railroad stock sold in a few minutes.
As a
whole the railroads of this time 'were built by corporations or
chartered companies or individuals.

These companies, however,

did nat subscribe the whole amount of money necessary to
accomplish their enterprises.

Capital was obtained from

private investors at home and abroad, from state loans of money
22
The year 1830 saw twenty-three miles of
and gifts of land.
road opened. The following year recorded a total of ninety23
In 1836, according to Bogart, 200 companies had been
four.
formed and 1,003~ miles of road had been opened in eleven
24
states.
One thousand two hundred and seventy-three miles were
25
completed by 1838.
By the year 1840, 2,818 miles of road had
been opened in the United states, " ••• consisting of lines
radiating from the cities on the Atlantic coast." In addition
26
there were a few isolated western lines.
While the builders
lof these railroads are to be commended, it cannot be denied
that they, in haste, very often, foolishly, and with great
losses to, themselves and the states, used capital for roads in
sparsely settled parts of the country.
21
22
23
24
25
26

McMaste~,

VI, 92-93.
Faulkner, An Econ. Hist. of!!!! United. States, 115.
Shepard, 290.---- ---Beadings in the Econ, Hist. of the United states, 394-95.
Shepard, ~O;----- --- --- ----~ --~~
MacGill, 551.

CHAPTER EIGHT

RELATIONS OF THE STATES TO INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS,1825-1840

We have seen in a previous chapter that even before 1825,
it became practically impossible to get Congress to support
what works it had begun or to undertake additional public works.
After 1825, however, the idea of state internal improvements at
federal expense had been, generally speaking, settled.

The

states growing more conscious of this fact daily increased the
execution of internal improvements at their own expense.
1825 to 1840 there was no end to local projects.

From

The states

rushed headlong into elaborate systems o,f works designed for
every portion of their lands, and, while their efforts were
confined mostly to Tailroad building, they did build some roads
and canals.

Especially was this true of the new frontier

states of Illinois, Indiana, and Michigan, »••• not ' one of which
had a population of 500,000 souls, where millions of acres were
still owned by the Federal Government, where the farms were not
yet half cleared, and where the mass of the people still living
in log cabins of their own construction, rushed widly into
schemes of improvements that quickly ended in failure and debt."
98

99
such action was folly on their part when we consider

that~he

older and more populous states were meeting with only little
1

success in their enterprises.

Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York,

end Maryland were also leaders in this hectic movement.

Some of

the other states while they planned improvements had not as yet

~dertaken
I

them.

While the people of Illinois began to talk of internal

improvements as early as 1810, they did not begin construction
of any until after 1825.

Surveys were made in the late twenties

for the Illinois-Michigan Canal but little of it was built until
the forties.

At the start of the thirties, IllinOis, greatly in

debt due to the fact that her revenues were not sufficient for
the upkeep of the government, was forced to borrow.

She

conceived the idea that the only way to meet her debt was to
develop her resources through a system of roads and canals.

The

money for such projects was to be borrowed but Illinois was
confident that the income from them would be more than enough to
pay her creditors.

From then until 1836 numerous local

improvements especially railroads were broached and discussed.
None of the suggestions, however, materialized as all of the
2

plans remained unorganized.
Toward the close of 1836 delegates were sent to a state
1 MaMaster, VI, 347.
2 Theodore Pease, The Frontier State l818-l840(volume II of
Illinois Centennial PUblications, edited by Clarence Alvard.
Springfield, 1918), 210-11.
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convention at Vandalia, then the capital of Illinois.

It was
4i

this convention that devised a general system of improvements
which they recommended to the legislature for adoption.

The

governor and council of revision returned the bill in 1837, but
3

the legislature passed over their veto on February 27.
This law authorized the construction of railroads
from Galena to Cairo, from Alton to Shawneetown,
from Alton to Mt.Carmel, from Alton to the east
boundary of the State near Terre Haute, from
Quincy to the Wabash, from Bloomington to Pekin,
and from Peoria to Warsaw. It was planned also
to build 3,000 miles of roads, and to improve the
Kaskaskia, Illinois,_ Great and Little Wabash and
Rock Rivers, and $200,000 was to be distributed
as compensating bounties to those counties which
were not to be directly benet1ted.4
The total amount to be expended was about
largest single appropriation of .3,500,000
Illinois Central Railroad.

$l~,OOO,OOO

w~s

and the

to go to the

Altogether $8,000,000 was to go to

railroads and $4,000,000 for roads.

According to Nicolay and

Hay in their biography of Lincoln:
These sums asnstrous as they were, were still
ridiculously inadequate to the purpose in view. But
while the frenzy lasted there was no consideration
of cost or or possibilities. These vast works were
voted without estimates, without surveys, without
any rational consideration of their necessity. The
voice of reason seemed to be silent in the Assembly
only the utterances of fervid prophecy found
.
liaterners •••• The process ot reasoning or rather
predicting, was easy and natural. The roads would
3 McMaster, VI, 348.
4 Starr, 170-71.
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raise the price of land; the state could enter
large tracts and sell them at a profit; foreign
capital would be invested in land, and could be
heavily taxed to pay the bonded interest, and the
roads, as fast as they were built, could be
operated at a great profit to pay for their own
construction. 5
In 1837 a panic seized the nation and very shortly

afterwards the people of Illinois were as bitter against
internal improvements as they had once been enthusiastic over
them.

They wanted complete abandonment of the system.

In 1839

a law was passed dOing away with the program of improvements as
far as possible.

Finally in 1840 two acts were passed which

ended all works of internal improvement.
of proposed railroad

o~ly

Out of the 300 miles

26 were completed, and only 105 miles
6

of canals had been constructed.

Bridges and embankments were

eft to fall away and loads of timber were left to rot.

Some

10,000,000 had been invested but no revenue was realized by the
7

tate.
Indiana after 1825 took somewhat the same course as had
llinois.

In 1832 ground was broken for the Wabash Canal at
8

ort Wayne.

Railroad building was first mentioned in this

tate in 1834, when the legislature debated the question of
ppropriating $1,400,000 for the construction of a
between the principal cities of the state.

rai~road

In the early part of

5 MacGill, 600.
6 Ibid~, 172.
7 McMaster, Vi, 531-32.
8 Frederic Paxson, History of ~ American Frontier, 1763-1893
[Houghton Mifflin Company, New YOrk, c1924), 313.
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1836 Indiana contemplated a complete system of internal
improvements.

•

Canals, railroads, and turnpikes were to connect

one section of the state with another and the entire state with
the other

states~

Of the improvements listed in the $10,000,00

appropriations bill six were outstanding; the Wabash and Erie
Canal, the Whitehall Canal, the Madison and LaFayette Railroad,
the Central Canal, a road from New Orleans to Vincennes and
another canal from Terre Haute to Ell Run.

9

The state was

obliged to borrow $10,000,000 on a credit of twenty-five years
at a rate of interest not to exceed five percent.

Like

Illinois and many of the other states, Indiana was sure that
the tolls and tariffs collected from such undertakings would
10
'
Work was
pay not only the interest but the debt as well.
begun almost immediately on the above works, but was slowed up
by the panic of 1837, and finally abandoned in 1839, because of
the failure of the Morris Canal and Banking Company.

The

latter owed the state on bonds purchased on credit the sum of
$2,112,200.

The failure of other companies cost the State over

$1,000,000 in addition to the above amount.

The total loss on

the sale of bonds on credit was $3,183,461 or twenty-five
percent of their value.

It was to such losses as these that

the proposed system of improvements owed its failure.
9 Tanner, 198.
10 Elbert Benton, 55.
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Buffalo, and a third from the mouth of the Beach River to Lake
13
~
Michigan.
Two canals were to be constructed, the Clinton
and Kalamazoo from Mt.Clements to the mouth of the Kalamazoo
River, and another, the st. Marys Canal, around the Falls of st.
Marys.

To obtain money for these last projects the government

was authorized to borrow $5,000,000 on bonds at an interest of
not over five and one half percent.

The bonds were not to be

sold at less than par, and were to be paid for together with
the interest from a sinking fund made up of the proceeds to be
realized trom railroads, canals, dividends on bank stock, and
any loans which might be made by the state •
. In his message of 1838 the governor pointed out that the
works already undertaken were progressing satisfactorily.

He

felt, however, that the State should continue only the major
projects and turn the minor ones over to individuals, because
the funds were not sufficient to allow the State to carry the
whole burden.

This suggestion was not carried out due to the

fact that the different localities were unwilling to relinquish
their claims.

In 1839 both the Morris Canal & Banking Company

and the Pennsylvania United States Bank which held the bonds
failed, and without any authority to do so, pledged the bonds as
security for their debts.

The railroads were continued through

an issue of script payable in lands.

The Federal Government had

13 Thomas Cooley, Michigan(Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston,
1889), 282.
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given Michigan 5,000,000 acres of land to use toward
improvements.

inte~nal

Others of the projects were realized to be "wild

and chimerical" and were never finished.

Only two of the

proposed railroads, quite well under way at the time, were
continued, and the State felt she had made a mistake in that she
had not abandoned them also. " One well acquainted with the
history of Michigan at the time wrote shortly after 1839, "Here
virtually ceased to exist all our works of internal
improvements.

Nothing but the debris of airy castles remained,

and that only to plague our recollections."

In 1846 the two

roads already mentioned were sold by the State to a corporatlon
for $2,000,000.

Michigan later inserted in her new Constitution

that the legislature could not involve "the State in extravagant
14

systems of internal improvements.
While it is true that the greatest improvements in Ohio
were undertaken before 1830, it is just as true that some
headway was made in this matter after 1830.

In the summer of

1827 the Ohio Canal begun in 1825 was opened for a distance of

thirty miles.

Congress in an act of May 24, 1828, gave Ohio

500,000 acres of land to use in the construction of canals.

An

additional 464,106.53 acres were given to extend the Miami
Canal, undertaken about the same time as the Ohio Canal, north
of Dayton.

In 1829 forty-four miles of the above canal wer'e

14 Ibid., 285-92.
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completed.

The first railroad charter was granted to

Ohi~

in

1830 to the Steubenville Ro'ad and the Warren County Canal

Company was incorporated in the same year.

The former was

never constructed; the latter, because it showed promise of
benefiting the Miami State Canal, was exempt from taxes.

It

was not finished until 1836, and was then taken over by the
15

state and made a part of the Miami Canal.

In that same year

176 miles of the Ohio Canal were completed and in successful
16
operation.
The legislature of 1831-1832 incorporated twelve
17

railroads; but one of these roads was ever constructed.

The

Pennsylvania & Ohio and the Sandy & Beaver Canals were chartered
by the same legislature but neither was begun until some years
later.

The Ohio Canal was finished from Cleveland to

Portsmouth in 1833.

The canal aggregated a total mileage of

333 miles including feeders.

The legislature of 1837 made

provision for loans of State credit to railroad companies and

.

for state subscriptions to the stock of canal and railroad
companies.

Six great works of improvement which eventually

lead to the financial ruin of the state were devised in the same
year.

They had to do with the improving and building of canals.

Their cost was estimated at $8,577,300.64 or 1.6 times the whole
State debt at the end of 1837.

Of the debt of 1839, $6,101,000

15 Charles Morris, -Internal Improvements in OhiO, 1825-1850"
(American Historical Association Papers for 1888, III, no. II),
362.
16 Niles Weekly Register, (November 27, 1830), XXIX, 218.
17 MacGill, 495.
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themselves and the few that did ran along the same route as did
4l

the canals.
New York was no exoeption to the rule and like the other
states borrowed money in huge quantities, plunged herself into
debt beyond her means, and squandered the borrowed sums on
canals and railroads which it was unable to support.

In 1828

the legislature passed a bill incorporating the Black River
Canal Company.

This canal was not actually begun until 1838.

In 1830 the building of the Chemung Canal was authorized by law
23
The
and was completed in 1833 at a cost of $314,395.51.
24
Delaware and Hudson Canal was opened on April 27, 1830.
In
1835 a protion of the representation secured the passage of a
bill entitled, "An Act relating to the Erie Canal," providing
for its enlargement and the construction of a double set of lift
locks.

The oost was estimated at $12,415,150 and the time limit

was place at twelve years.

It is

interes~ing

to note that this

improvement was not completed until twenty-seven years later at
25
a cost of $30,000,000.
The Black River and Genessee Valley
Canals were authorized in 1836.

At this time the state was

going deeper and deeper into debt but an increase in commeroe
demanded improvements.

Many were of the opinion that a tax

should be levied to secure funds for the purpose but the state
23 Ibid., 200-201.
24 Niles Weekly Register, (January 22, 1831), XXIX, 384.
25 Sowers, 66 •.
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preferred to increase the debt.

The Ways and Means

Comnd~tee

in

the Assembly of 1838 sought to speed up improvements for canals
by borrowing $30,000,000 or $40,000,000.

They were not able to

accomplish this though they were able to authorize a loan of
26
$4,000,000.
Railroad building was commenced in 1826, and between that
time and 1831, New York chartered thirteen roads, most of them
27
small and of little importance.
It was difficult to secure
capital to subscribe to stock.

In 1831, however, public opinion

changed due to the success of the Mohawk and Hudson Road.
as the beginning of a "railroad mania" in New York.
and Rochester were the leading cities in the field.

It

Buffalo
This craze

can be better realized if one but considers the following facts.
In 1833 six roads were chartered; three of them were
onstructed.

In 1834 ten roads were chartered; five of them

ere never undertaken.

In 1825 thirty-five charters were asked

or but none was granted.

~n

1836 forty-three were chartered;

them became realities.

In 1837 fourteen were chartered
28
of them was ever built.
As early as 1827 New York
de loans of state stock to both canal and railroad companies.
frequently happened, the companies failed and the state
,

loser.

By 1842 the total amount issued to the companies

26 Ibid., 69.
27 starr, 52.
28 MacGill, 374.
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equalled $5,235,700.
41

We have already seen that before 1835 Maryland realized

that to keep up with the other states she must engage in an

extensive system of internal improvements.

Such a system was

Lmperative as far as Baltimore was concerned, since the western
trade was tending toward Philadelphia.

In March of 1826 the

state legislature passed an act for the promotion of internal
Lmprovements.

Under certain enumerated conditions this act

authorized the subscription to the stock of both the Chesapeake
~

Ohio Canal Company and the Maryland Canal Company.

It

recommended the draining of swamps and that the Pokomoke,
~onokin,

WicomiCO, Great Choptank, Chester, Elk and North East
30

Rivers be made navigable.

Any number of improvements were

projected during the year 1827.

They consisted of a railroad

rrom Baltimore to York, for which purpose a company was
Lncorporated under the name of the Baltimore and Susquehanna
Rail Road Company, a branch road from the Baltimore & Ohio to
Nashington, and also a lateral road to Annapolis.

In addition

they included plans for improving and building canals on the
9astern and western shores, " ••• the rendering of the Monocracy
lavigable, a lateral canal to Baltimore, and another to
lnnapolis, were dreamed of as things soon to be accomplished."
Some of the schemes were never undertaken, but those which were
29 Sowers, 83-85.
30 United States Statutes at Large, Appendix, IV, 804.

begun the State supported whole-heartedly and as a result fell
into huge indebtedness •.
The State had not proceeded very far in the work on the
Chesapeake & Ohio Canal when the resources of that company
failed.

To make matters worse the Federal Government withdrew

any further assistance as did the state of Virginia, and
Maryland was forced to abandon or complete the Canal at her own
expense.

In 1834 the State called a convention at Baltimore to

consider what was to be done.

Delegates from all the states

interested gave estimates of the amount which would be necessar
to carryon that work and the work of the York Railroad to
completion.

It was decided that $2,000,000 would be needed to

complete the Canal and $1,000,000 to finish the Railroad.

The

legislature was accordingly instructed to issue the necessary
subscription of state bonds at an interest of six per cent.
These bonds were not to be sold at less than fifteen per cent
above par; the premium was to be invested in good stocks, the
profits realized from such were to go
bonds when due.

towa~ds

payment of the

The tolls realized from the finished works

were to go towards the payment of the interest on the loan.
Unfortunately the amounts estimated ,did not prove to be
sufficient aDd it was necessary to secure another loan.

The

legislature was again petitioned in 1835, and the result was a
second loan of $8,000,000.

Three millions ware to be subscribed

to the Chesapeake & Ohio and three millions to the Baltimore &

112
Ohio, half a million to the Maryland Cross-Cut Canal and to the

•

,Annapolis and Potomac, and one million to the East Shore Rail

!

Road.

The bonds to the amount of $3,000,000 which were given to
31
the Chesapeake & Ohio were later disposed of at a great loss.

The State made a further subscription in 1839 to the amount of
$1,375,000 in bonds, at five percent.

The latter being eaten up

in a very short time another request for a loan was made but it
was never answered.
in the Canal.

The State by 1839 had invested $7,197,000

state bonds were loaned to other companies as

well and the total amount of them issued by the State equalled
32
$16,050,000.
The majority of the companies failed to even
meet the interest on the loans and by 1844 a total State debt of
$15,000,000 existed.

Of that amount all but $215,947 was to be
33
attributed to internal improvements.
At the end of 1840

Maryland had constructed six railroads with an aggregate length
of 344.10 miles.

She had also completed both the Alexandria and
34
the Maryland Canals.
The Chesapeake & Ohio was carried only
35
to Cumberland, a distance of 180 miles.
As early as 1829, under yhe Board of Directors of Internal

Improvements for the state of Massachusetts, her program of
improvements began with a devised system of railroads for the
31
32
33
34
35

McSherry, 366-67.
Ibid., 368.
N'O'rth American Review, LVIII, (January, 1844), 125.
Tanner, 159.
Bogart, Readings in the ~. ~. £! ~ U.~. 392.
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36
entire state.

It was not until about 1838, however, that this

state entered zealously into the building of internal
improvements.

At that time the following report was given,

"Already four lines of railroad have been commenced, which
radiate from the capital of the State, and the aggregate
portions which have been completed, exceed one hundred and
, 37

eighty miles in length."
As far as improvements in

Ma1ne.went~

it can be said that

by 1838, her contributions amounted to surveys of various routes
38

for canals and railroads.

By 1840 the only works completed

were the Bangor & Orono Railroad and the Cumberland & Oxford
Canal.

Two other railroads were under construction and five
39

other roads and one canal had been proposed.
New Jersey's improvements, as did those of Kentucky, leaned
toward railroad building.

Both Connecticut and Rhode Island by

1838 had constructed several lines of canals and railroads and
40

were undertaking others.
Improvements in Virginia became pronounced about 1830, when
she first undertook the building of railroads.

By 1837 over

$4,500,000 had been appropriated toward the building of nine

roads.

In the legislature of 1838 the co~ttee on roads and

internal navigation proposed an extensive program of
36 Starr, 81.
37 H.enry Dearborn, Letters on the Internal Ii:rovements and
Commerce of theWest(Henry LeW1s;-Boston, 1839 , 46-47.
38 Ibid;; 56. 39 Tanner, 29, 31.
40 Dearborn, 57.
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improvements for the consideration of the legislature.
41
of their liberal system was estimated at $8,000,000.

The cost
•
The

states of Texas, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia, and New
Hampshire had as yet not undertaken any large program of
improvements.

They were, however, affected by railroad

discussions and while they planned various roads, they did
42
little if any building until after 1840.
Florida had up until
1840, completed only two railroads, though five additional roads
43
were proposed as were two canals.
The movement for internal improvements in North Carolina
as caused by local conditions.

In the beginning the state

merely encouraged the improvements of private companies, later
she gave them aid and eventually she established a fund for
44
In 1832 the legislature passed a resolution
improvements.
denying the power of the General Government to set up
45
improvements within the limits of the states.
In 1833 a
convention held at Wilington the chief city of the State, passed
a resolution, " ••• that a liberal system of internal improvements
should be immediately organized and vigorously prosecuted; that
the general assembly ought to provide 'by law or otherwise' a
fund for the purpose of internal improvements, that this fund
41
42
43
44
45

Niles weekl~ Register, (January 27, 1838), LIII, 352.
MacGlll, 45 •
Tanner, 179.
Weaver, 95.
Niles Weekly Register, (February 12, 1831), XXIX, 426.
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ought to be applied in the first instance, exclusively to
creating and improving markets within the state and that

•

provisions should be made by law that the state should subscribe
for two-fifths of the stock of every company chartered for
internal improvements, and that every company so chartered ought
46
to have power to connect with all other public works."
In
the same year delegates were sent to a convention at Raleigh,
where a committee on internal improvements showed the need of
improvements in the state.

The plan they proposed could

according to their estimate be carried out with the sum ot
$5,000,000.

More meetings and conventions were held and

organizations were formed for the promotion of the interests ot
internal improvements.

The governor pointed out that a more

liberal and extensive system must be put into operation.
state did more talking than building at the time.

This

The western

and eastern sections of the state were divided against one
another.

The latter was well supplied with navigable rivers

while the former remained closed to eastern trade because she
lacked adequate transportation facilities.

The East was not

willing to aid the West in her endeavor to set up improvements
to overcome her handicap.

Consequently it remained for private

corporations to undertake such vital improvements.

They in

turn, denied the support ot the state, met with nothing but
46 Mac9ill, 464.
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47

-

,failure.

1

Therefore this State had not contributea

much~to

the

i

!rield of internal improvements by 1840.
I

South Carolina's greatest contribution to internal

i

improvements was the building of the Charleston & Hamburg
Railroad of 136 miles.

This road, chartered in 1828, was

completed in September of 1833 at a cost of $1,000,000.

A

petition to the General Government for aid toward this enterpris
was refused as far as finances were concerned though the
government did promise and send military engineers to do the
surveying.

South Carolina was severely criticised by her sister

states of the South for daring to ask the Federal Government for
aid.

In spite of the criticism the government's offer was
48
willingly accepted.
Tennessee held a meeting at Mobile to discuss a proposal
for joining the waters of the Tennessee and Alabama Rivers by
means of a canal.

It was decided at the meeting to ask Congress

for a sum of $300,000 towards the project which was thought
would, "provide for the general welfare Jt and, tlregulate commerce
among the several states."

One of the newspapers of the times

said, JtWe heartily wish success to this contemplated
improvement-but suppose that, if it depends upon the aid of the
~eneral

government, it will be nulllficated, and on several

iccounts, for the present.
47 Weaver, 141.
48 starr, 153-54.

The right to assist by subscription
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of money cannot be less constitutional, than by gifts of
equally the property of the nation.
that.

49
It

~and,

A logical conclusion at

Tennessee while she did considerable talking about
,

railroads did little building of them.

In 1836 she chartered

the Memphis & Charleston and gave to that company the sum of
$650,000 to aid in its construction.

Nashville Road was chartered in 1837.

The New Orleans &
In 1842 the state was
50

forced to abandon it and it was sold to Louisiana.
The Missouri legislature in 1837 authorized the
construction of seventeen railroads with a total capital of
51

According to Tanner writing in 1840, Missouri had

$7,000,000.

not as yet accomplished any work of internal improvement.
several works chiefly railroads were projected.

The legislature

in 1839 approved the formation of a Board of Internal
Improvements whose duties were related to the improvement of
navigation throughout the State and " ••• for a survey of a
railroad from St.Louis to the Iron Mountain in Madison County."
52

In the same year three other railroads were proposed.
We have seen that Alabama up to 1825 had accomplished very
little

alo~g

the line of improvements.

Practically all her

lmprovements after that year were constructed with the
~ssistance

49
50
51
52

of loans from the Federal Government.

It is tru$,

Niles weekI! Register, (January 1, 1831), XXIX, 29.
MacGrll, 47 •
Paxson, 313.
214.
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however, that some improvements were undertaken solely
state supervision and finance.

un~r

In 1828 Congress granted 400,000

acres of land; the proceeds from the sale of which were to go
towards the improvement of the navigation of Muscle Shoals and
several other harbor and river improvements.

Appropriations

for a post-road and a military-road were made in 1833 and in
1

1838.

After 1825 the State itself planned to build several

canals.

In January 1830 an act was passed which provided for a

" ••• President and Directors of the Board of Internal
53
Improvements."
The following year the first railroad from
Decatur to TuSCumbia was begun.
covering a distance of 44 miles.

It was completed in 1834,
By 1832 the Board of Internal

Improvements had accomplished nothing, and the act which had
brought that body into existence was repealed on January 21,
1832.

In 1834 the State incorporated the Western Railroad

Company.

The project of this organization met with little

success, only twelve miles of the road were completed by 1840.

54

From December 19 of 1837 until February 7 of 1839 about $135,000
nad been expended from the three per cent fund for certain canal
and harbor improvements.

No permanent improvements resulted due

to the fact that the amounts appropriated were entirely too
55
small to accomplish the huge works proposed.
It is quite true
then that this State did not keep pace with the improvements of
53 Martin, 45, 21, 38.
54 Memori~l Record 2f Alabama, I, 321.
55 Martin, 41, 40.
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some of its sister states.

Such cannot be attributed to the
~

fact that enthusiasm was lac·king on her part but rather to the
fact that the financial condition of the State was in so chaotic
a condition that the projects could not be supported by her at
the time.

The Bank of Alabama had failed and she was forced to
56
assume a debt of $7,000,000.
While Alabama lacked the means
of communication enjoyed by some of the other states, she was at
Ileast free from the huge debts contracted by them for internal
improvements.

It was not until about a decade after 1840 that

this State started in earnest on works of improvement.
Arkansas had not within the period under consideration done
57
anything in the way of building canals, roads, or railroads.
Article VII, section 6 of the general provisions of her
Constitution, adopted on January 4, 1836, pOinted out that
internal improvements were to be encouraged by the legislature,
whose obligation it would be to determine as soon as possible by
law, the necessary improvements both on land and water.

In

addition that body was to distribute justly and economically any
58
appropriations which might be made for such.
Vermont had no
improvements

~orthy

of notice.

The few she had were small

canals built to improve the naVigation of the Connecticut River.
The White River Canal, her largest, was only 880 yards.

The

legislature of 1835 incorporated companies for five railroads
56 Ibid., 29,30.
57 Tanner, 214.
58 Poore, The Federal and State Constitutions, Colonial
Charters and Other Organic Laws of the United States, I, 114.

but their plans never materialized.
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59

In Iowa there was no work of internal improvement.

Several

railroads were spoken of, but due to the unsettled state of the
country they were not undertaken at the time.

Wisconsin had no

canals or railroads.

Her plans for internal improvements
60
included in 1840, four railroads and one canal.
The magnitude of internal improvements undertaken by the
states may be best shown by the increase in state indebtedness.
state debts in 1830 totaled $13,000,000.

This figure rose to
61
$50,000,000 in 1836, and reached $100,000,000 by 1838.
The
last amount is exorbitant but becomes even more so when one
considers that some ten of the states in the Union at the time
had contracted no debts.

Most of the money used for enterprises

was borrowed, some at home but the greater part of it abroad.
The majority of the states after the crisis of 1837 were forced
to sell their finished and unfinished works of improvement.
Ohio and New York were the only ones which kept all their
62
Some of the states repudiated their internal
improvements.
improvement debts in whole or in part.

It was not unusual

thereafter to find inserted in their Constitutions, clauses
prohibiting the use of funds for works of internal improvement.
59
60
61
62

Tanner, 33.
Ibid., 220.
JOhnston, 572.
Bogart, An Economic History of the United States, 208.

CHAPTER NINE

VAN BUREN AND INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS,1837-1841

The entrance of Martin Van Buren into the field of internal
Lmprovements began very early in his public career when he was
~lected

to the membership of the legislature of New York State.

from that time on until the end of his presidency, he
~ontinually

came forth as an advocate of improvements in

Ghemselves, but as a defender of the Constitution, when they to
ris estimation seemed to overstep the powers of that document.
~ot

for an instant may one doubt the plausibility of his remarks

)n the latter phase of the subject, except perhaps in one or two
~ases

which will be mentioned later on.

One must certainly

)elieve that Van Buren realized the advantages to be derived by
che Union in setting up internal improvements; and ,that he,
senerally speaking, opposed improvements because he maintained
cheir unconstitutionality, even though there were instances in
~is

life when he used the constitutional argument to cover up

~is

real motive for

objecti~g

to certain improvement measures.

Van Buren was a schemer; if he desired an improvement bill to be
lost, he refused his support by the elaboration of any number of
reasons. why it should be considered unconstitutional; hi'S real
121

reason remaining concealed.
~e

In the instances referred to above

generally opposed projects ,of improvement because of
. a

;>ersonal grudge he bore against their ori'ginators.

On

•

the other

land he approved or supported an improvement because it was to
lis own advantage.

In instances where he was not desirous of

lnjuring others or where there was no question of gain or loss
le supported or voted against improvements accordingly as they
rereconstitutional or unconstitutional.
In order that one may understand my conclusion of the
~elation

of Van Buren to the matter of improvements, it is

Lmperative that one consider the actions of the man in the
natter from the time he entered the New York Legislature until
1e closed his term of office as president of the United States.
ran Bure'n gave more consideration to improvemEil ts before 1837
;hanhe ever did.

What he did along this line from 1837 to

.841 was really nothing more than a repetition of what he had

lone earlier.
Van Buren took his seat as senator in the New York
Jegislature in 1812 and immediately began his scheming in the
latter of internal improvements.

The part he played in the

.assing of bills regarding the Erie Oanal is a good example of
Lis cleverness in covering up his real motive for wishing to
lefeat certain bills for improvements.

About 1810 New York

.ppointed a board of comndssioners to make surveys of a possible
'oute for a canal to connect the waters of the Hudson River with
hose of Lakes Erie and Ohamplain.

It was not, however, until
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1816 that this body, under the leadership of De Witt Clinton,
~

was able to present its surveys and estimate before the
legislature.

In their report they recommended,

1I • • •

such

preliminary measures as might be necessary for the
accomplishment of this important object."

A bill was introduced

on March 21 of the same year advising the immediate undertaking
of the canal.

As adopted on April 13 it authorized that a

portion of the work be commenced at once.

Van Buren was one of

the first to state his objections, saying that as far as he
could determine the State legislature did not possess all

1

necessary information to warrant the commencement of the work.
He became a sworn enemy of the project.

Just about a year later

another bill passed the House and Senate authorizing the
beginning of the Canal.

This time instead of opposing the

measure Van Buren gave it his whole-hearted support.

His

remarks on why he approved the one measure and disapproved the
other are quite lengthy.

He stated that his approval of the new

bill was due to the fact that the new commissioners who had been
appointed had turned in such a minute report that all objections
to immediate commencement were removed.

Now that all the

necessary information was in the possession of the legislature
it would be disastrous to delay the work any longer.

To put it

off would probably mean that the idea would be set aside for
1 Holland,
112.

~ ~

2!

Martin Van Buren(n.p. Hartford, 1836),
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many years.

He pointed to his vote as one of the most

important ones of his life.

He said that the canal would add to

the grandeur and financial status of the State, that the people
had wanted it; for many years they had given their assent, and
had they disapproved of it they had had sufficient time to have
2

expressed their disapproval.
We have seen then, that Van Buren spoke against a bill for
the commencement of the Erie Canal in 1816, and that in 1817 he
cast his vote in favor of a similiar bill.

We can admit that

the reasons he gave for voting thus in both instances were
perfectly reasonable, but we can also deny that they were the
real reasons which prompted him to such action.

It may have

been that in the first instance the information g1ven was
insufficient whereas in the second it may have been sufficient.
Regardless of the fact we may believe that Van Buren acted as he
did in the first case because he wished to get even with an
enemy, and in the second for his own advantage.

It will be

recalled that the leader of the Board of Commissioners who made
the report in 1816 was none other than De Witt Clinton, the
greatest advocate of the Erie Canal.

It was no secret that the

latter was at the time abhorred by Van Buren.
supported Clinton against Madison.

In 1813 he had

For the three years

following Clinton showed no interest in Van Buren.

Then in 1817

the latter suggested that the election of Clinton be made
unanimous.
2 }b1

d ,

After the victory was won Clinton totally ignored
1)

2-1 J 5.
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Van Buren.

Feeling that he was responsible for having placed
41

Clinton in his high office, he resented the fact that he himsel
made no progress in gaining additional political power and he
made it a point to oppose every act of the administration; the
3

matter of the Erie Canal being no exception.

For a time Van

Buren exerted all his efforts toward preventing that and any
following measures from gaining headway.

Finally when he saw

the project gaining new strength daily in the legislature and
with the people, and fearing that it would spell distruction to
the political careers of all who would be found on the opposing
side, he decided to cast his vote in the affirmative.

He not

only did that but he also became one of the most devoted
supporters of the internal improvement system, not because he
felt that improvements were just or important, but because he
knew that to have done otherwise would have made of him a
political outcast.

One of Van Buren's biographers said of him,

that even after such a·vote on his part he continued in an
underhanded manner to block the system

tI • • •

until the certainty

of success drove all its opponents from the field, covering the
wi th shame and confusion.

When this period arrived,. Van Buren

became a fiery supporter of the system, and was willing to vote
large appropriations in favor of it, than even its just and fast
3 David Crockett, The Life of Martin VanBuren, Heir~Apparent
to the "Government If aiid the ApPointed SU'C'Cessor ofGeneral .
Andre-w Jackson(U.P.James;-Gincinnati, l839}, 61,170.
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4

friends required. II

•

The two incidents just related are a good example of what
was pointed out in the beginning of the chapter.

In so far as

an object lead to or detracted from his advancement, Van Buren
was for or against it in spite of the reasons he pretended
prompted his actions.

So much for his connections with

improvements as a member of that iegis1atlve body.

We shall

findsim11iar instances of deceit on his part as a senator and
as president of the United States.
As United States Senator from New York, Van Buren in 1822
voted in favor of a bill providing for an appropriation toward
5

repairing the Cumberland Road.

Six years later when he voted

against bills of improvement he was called to order for words
spoken in debate.

In regard to his vote of '22, he said that he

had no explanat10n to offer except it be that it was his first
session and that he had wanted to aid the West and had evidentl
voted for the bill before he had given it due consideration.
said in addition, that if the question were submitted again to
him he most certainly would vote against it.

6

Again we may

suspect Van Buren of having tried to conceal his real motive.
For him to have said that he had not given the measure due
consideration was not exactly the truth.

Shepard relates a

4 Ibid., 60.
5 DenIs Lynch, An Epoch and a Man Martin Van Buren and His
Times (Horace LiveF:rght, New-YciiK,-r929), 29g;--- --6 William Emmons, comp. and ed., Biography of Martin Van
Buren, Vice President of the United States(Jacob Gideon Jr.
Washington, 18"35), 3 1 . - -

He
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speech he gave in support of the vote at the time the question
7

was being considered.

•

The fact that he was able to give

reasons why the bill should have been supported leads one to
think that in order to have reached any conclusions he must have
made a study of the bill etc.
In 1824 Van Buren cautioned the Federal Government that it
was overstepping its powers with reference to internal
improvements, and he proposed an amendment to settle the
question onee and for all.

His resolution suggested that

Congress should have the power to make roads and canals.

The

money appropriated, however, was to be distributed among the
several states according to population.

If a state wished to

consent to the appropriation by Congress of its portion of such
an appropriation toward the making of roads and canals in other
states it might do so.

No such improvement, however, was to be

undertaken without the consent of a state legislature, and such
8

money was to be expended under its direction.

Lynch viewed

this as a move against Clay whom Van Buren disliked.

He said,

"In his efforts to injure Clay by holding him up as an
anti-rights man, Van Buren overlooked that his proposal was in
essence a negation of state sovereignity, as the states not
benefited by the improvements would have to share the cost.

The

7 Shepard, 96.

8 John Fitzpatrick, ed., The Autobiographz of Martin Van Buren
(Ainerican Historical ASSOCiation Annual Reportfor the yea.r
1918, Government Printing Office, Washington), II, 317.
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proposed resolution was more crafty politics than
9

statesmanship. "
In 1825 Van Buren made another effort to put through an
amendment.

Two resolutions were offered by him.

The first sai

that Congress had the power to make roads and canals.

The

second provided for a selection of a committee to draw up an
amendment to the Constitution determining the power Congress
should have regarding the subject of internal improvements.

The

amendment was to be such that in addition it would place such
limitations as would be necessary to protect the supreme power
.of each state and provide for each of them a just distribution
of any benefits which might result trom an appropriation made
10
for that purpose.
These resolutions in spite of Van Buren's
efforts were of no account.

They evidently died with the

session, having been proposed they were discarded,
In the following year of 1826 the Senator opposed an

appropriation to the Louisville Canal Company.

In addition he

opposed the topographical surveys in works under consideration
by the government.

He also 'was against an appropriation of
11
$150,000 for the extension of the Cumberland Road.
In a

debate on the subject he is quoted as having said, "'The aid of
this Government can only be afforded to these objects of
9 299-300.
10 Moses Dawson, Sketches ot the Life of Martin Van Buren,
P~sident of the United StateS(J:W.Ely,-cincinnati;-IS40), 156.
11 Shepard, 117.
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improvement in three ways; by making a road or canal and

41

assuming jurisdiction; by leaving jurisdiction to the respective
states; or by making an appropriation without doing either.

my opinion the General Government has no right to do either."

In
12

That was in April, and in May he voted against a subscription to
the stock of the Dismal Swamp Canal Company on the grounds that
the Federal Government lacked power to build such a canal or
give money to aid in its

Even if Van Buren did admit

buildi~g.

the above, he said that he would .st111 have opposed the
appropriation because of the method prescribed.

If any money

was to be given for such a purpose, it should be given directly.
Under such conditions as the bill proposed, abuses were bound to
ereep in.

Partnerships between the government and private

eompanies were bad business as far as he was concerned.

In most

he felt that deception would be the outcome. He pointed
13
to his own state as an example.
He also took this opportunity
~ases

co say that the question of the constitutionality of internal
Lmprovements was still unsettled.

He was unwilling to agree

rith and heartily denounced the idea that repeated action in
E'avor of such had decided the issue.

"Repeated action,

II

he said

"can never sanctify a wrong interpretation of an instrument
14
rhich Congress has no power to change even a word."
Here
12 Holland, 117-18.
13 Dawson, 1,56-57.
.
14 George Bancroft, Mlrtin X!a Buren To ~ ~
Jareer(HUper & Brothers, New York, 1889), 119.

2!

~
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again

~as

another instance where what Van Buren had to

the subject was all very reasonable and true.

s~

on

For the

government to have entered into partnerships with private
corporations would necessarily have resulted in abuses.

One may

doubt that Van Buren was, at the time he uttered the above
words, thinking of what he was saying.

It seems probable that

if he had had any interest in the two companies under
consideration, he would not have been so forceful in his
condemnations.

It is doubtful too, if he practiced what he

preached in his remarks regarding "repeated action."

Had he

thus far, and would he, during the remainder of his public
career, adher to what he had said?

There must have been times

when he evidently forgot that he had ever pronounced such words.
He was a clever politician ever practicing deception.
How can one account for Van Buren's vote of 1827, opposing
the abolition of the tax on salt?

New York used such a tax for

the purpose of furthering the cause of internal improvements, a
tax which, if salt were to have been admitted free, the state
would have been unable to maintain.

The only explanation Van

Buren offered, was that the canals of that State were

or

national importance though the entire expense rested on her
15
Maybe the canals of New York were as he said, but
shoulders.
were not other state canals of equal importance?

Yet he was for

the one and against the others in which he was not directly
15 Shepard, 140.
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concerned or interested.

In 1828 Van Buren followed up this

•

vote with sim11iar ones against the Cumberland Road and other
16

improvements.
We have already seen the part played by Van Buren in 1830,
when through his efforts and to his own advantage, he convinced
President Jackson to veto the Maysville Road Bill.

In October

of 1832, when he was a candidate for the vice-presidency, he
conveyed his ideas on the constitutionality of internal
improvements in the following words:
Internal improvements are so diversified in their
nature, and the public agency, of the general
government in their construction so variable in its
character and degree as to render it not a little
difficult to lay down any precise rule that will
embrace the whole SUbject. The broadest and best
defined division is that which distinguishes
between the direct connotation of works of internal
improvement by the general government and
pecuniary assistance given it to such as are
undertaken by others. In the former are included
the right to make establish roads and canals
within the states and the assumption of as much
jurisdiction over the territory they may occupy as
is necessary to their preservation and use; the
latter is restricted to simple grants of money in
aid of such when made under state authority.l?
He was of the opinion that the Federal Government did not
possess the first power, and that it could not be derived from
the fact that the states in which appropriations were to be made
gave their consent.
16 Ib±d., 142.
17 Holland, 266.

Holland contended that his words referred
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even to national works.

An amendment was necessary

befor~

either could be considered within the scope of the powers of the
18
Constitution.
The biographies of Van Buren do not speak of him as having

given the matter of improvements a great deal of consideration

during his administration as president.

Most of his talking and

actions were evidently done before he entered office.

During

his years in office he did sign some internal improvement bills.
19
Appropriations for such purposes under .him totaled $2,222,544.
The largest single appropriation was signed by him on July 8,

1838.

It provided for a fund of about $1,500,000 for river and

harbor improvements.

In the same year the Cumberland Road

received an appropriation of $459,000.

Van Buren's messages

reviewed with great satisfaction and approval the surveys of
New York harbors then being undertaken.

00

One should be willing to admit that all the arguments

offered by Van Buren on various bills regarding improvements and

their construction were in themselves very authentic, though

feeling at the same time that they were not what the man was

really ,thinking.

He was clever and crafty enough to say one

thing and then act contrary to it without having the people

suspect it.

He and Jackson were sim1liar in so far as this

matter was concerned.
18 Ibid., 268.
19 ihieler, II, 191.
20 Nelson, 45.

Van Buren, however, was more successful
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than was Jackson.·

Both of them kept shifting from one siae to

the other accordingly as the offerings were greater.

To say as

many have, that Van Buren may be credited with having dealt a
death blow to the system of internal improvements, is making a
statement for which they have no foundation.

While Van Buren

posed as an enemy of improvements, the fact that many bills were
signed by him makes' his stand questionable.

The administration

IOf Adams, as we have remarked before, was looked upon as one in
which a huge and costly system of improvements was entered into
by the government; yet the administration we have just been
considering expended about an equal amount of money, despite the
fact that it has always been viewed in just the opposite light.
True, the cost of improvements under Van Buren was considerably
less than it was under his predecessors, yet we may say, such
state of affairs rested not upon his shoulders.

It was the

times not the man who made the appropriation figure for his
administration.

A panic had taken hold of" the country and

internal improvements were greatly effected by the condition.
Even the states, realizing the disastrous results of their
eagerness for improvements, had abandoned them if not entirely
then practically.

Had Van Buren been able, and had there been

any profit in the system for him, he would have given his
whole-hearted support to the matter, and there is no doubt but
that under such Circumstances, the amount mentioned would have
equalled if not exceeded the amount spent during the
a4ndnistratians at Jaokson for 'nternal 'mprovements.

OONOLUSION

Today we ourselves are witnessing one of the most extensive
systems of internal improvements ever conceived.

These

improvements, however, are in no way in the same setting as were
those which we have just been considering.
the two are extreme opposites.

As a matter of fact

The conditions under which

internal improvements flourished during the period 1810 to 1840
are not the conditions under which they are flourishing today.
Then there was really a need tor improvements due to the fact
that the welfare of the country was at stake.
are not really vital.
1eeded employment.
iemand for jobs.
lived by the soil.

Xow improvements

·The program is a means of creating much

During those thirty years there was no such
The country was still young and her people
We have seen in our study that the Federal

lovernment at a certain date refUsed to aid state internal
lmprovements because it regarded such action as being against
~he

Oonstitution.

Today it is chiefly the Oentral Government

,ho is their sponsor, and there is no question about whether or
lot such support is constitutional.

Enthusiasm back in 1810 ran

ligh in favor of improvements but today there is rather an
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attempt to block them.

There is a feeling that too much mbney

is being spent and nothing apparently being accomplished.

Already the amount expended by the present administration has
passed well over the billion mark.

During the period covered in

this paper the figure remained in the low millions.
Whether the internal improvements being undertaken today

will do as much for the country as did those set up in that

early period seems a little unlikely.

Excluding one or two

major projects which were either conceived or under way before

financial distress hit the country, the improvements of today

are of minor importance.

What seemingly is being done is the

1mprovement at a huge cost of what already exists.

The cost has

far exceeded the effects, whereas the effects of those
~ndertaken

from 1810 to 1840 far exceeded the cost.
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